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Ezra’s POV: One day, Jacen and I are at home while Sabine is at the grocery store. I was watching something on the holo net when Jacen comes in, “Dad, can we talk.” I look at Jacen, “Sure, bud. What do you need?” I replied, Jacen took a deep breath, “Lately, I’ve been having dreams about this person, she’s seems so familiar, yet I can’t recall ever meeting her, here, I’ve even made a drawing of her.” I look at his drawing, and my jaw drops, “He knows” I think to myself, “Did I do something wrong?” He asked, fearfully, I smiled at him, “No, Jacen, you didn’t do anything wrong, let’s wait for your mother to come home.” “Okay.” He says.


 


Sometime later, Sabine comes home from the store. After putting away all of the groceries, I look at Jacen, “How about you go outside and play while your mother and I talk.” “Sounds good, Dad”, he says and heads outside. After the door closes, I look at Sabine, “We need to talk.” “About what?” She asks, curiously, I take a deep breath, Jacen knows about Hera. “What! How?” She said at me with an accusatory look, “I think he’s been having visions about her, he even made this.” I handed her the drawing, she looked up, not knowing what to say, “I know we agreed not to tell him until his 10th birthday, but I think it’s time.” She looked at me in agreement.


 


After Jacen came back in, I called him over, “Jacen, can you come here please, there’s something we need to talk to you about.” He then sat down with us, “Is this about the drawing.” It wasn’t a question. “Yes it is.” I then took a deep breath, knowing that after this conversation, things were never going to be the same between the three of us ever again. “Jacen, Sabine and I are not your real parents.” He looked at me with utter confusion, I continued, “The women you drew is your birth mother. Her name was Hera Syndulla. She was one of the bravest people Sabine and I had the privilege of knowing. He then looked at us with confused eyes, If my mother was this, then why am I a human like you?” We kinda chuckled at his question, Sabine then answered, “Before Ezra or I joined your mother, she was in love with a human named Kanan Jarrus, your father. Before you were born, your mother led a courageous attack on the planet to destroy a fuel depot to shut down a factory. But the mission was a complete failure, and she was captured by the Empire. Your father then tasked Ezra with leading the mission to rescue your mother, we were successful, but before we could escape, the Empire shot at the fuel depot in one last attempt to destroy us, but he held the flames back long enough for us to escape. His sacrifice saved all of us. We then used his sacrifice to drive the Imperials off the planet once and for all. Then, After you were born, we were stationed on a distant planet named Yavin IV. After the Empire discovered our base, they brought their terrible weapon called the Death Star to wipe out the Rebellion once and for all. Your mother lead another brave attack. Before she left, she made us promise that if she didn’t return, that you would not have the last name of Syndulla, that you would carry our last name, and that we would be recognized as the parents. Your mother didn’t return, but it was her sacrifice that led to the Death Star being destroyed, and eventually, the end of the Empire.


 


After Sabine finished her story, everybody was silent, save for Jacen, who was sobbing at the sacrifice of his birth parents. He then looked at us, “Mom, Dad, thank you for telling me that story, and thank you for being there for me, for everything. I will forever carry my mother and father in my hearts, but you will forever be my parents, I love you.” After he finished, both Sabine and I had joyous tears in our eyes, and we took Jacen into our arms, we love you to buddy. To the stars and back.


 


Meanwhile, out of view, two figures looked at the hugging family, the Twi’lek looked with tears in her eyes, a human comforting her, “They’re my boys.” The Twi’lek said, “And she’s my girl.” The human said, both smiling at what they started all those years ago.
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Summary


“Will you stop being a brat for two seconds?” she snapped. “I’m trying to apologize!”


“Well I haven’t heard a single ‘I’m sorry,’ so—”


“I’m sorry, ok! I didn’t realize you were sensitive about—”


“Now it’s my fault for being sensitive?”


Sabine made a strangled noise and gestured threateningly with the helmet. 


Notes


Beated by the brilliant blabbyshark!!!


This is my Sibling Appreciation Exchange gift for lady_mab, I hope you enjoy! I figure this is adjacent to your last two prompts: 3) taking care of the other after they got into a fight (emotional or physical) 4) teaching the other something (how to cook, how to drive, how to punch/use a weapon, how to paint)


(Sticking it in a series with my other Rebel's fic mostly because they are similar thematically, not because they need to be read together.)


See the end of the work for more notes
When Ezra woke up, his face hurt. 


Not all of it, not badly. It just felt hot and itchy, like he had a fever or something, except he very much did not have a fever and nothing else was wrong with him. So it was whatever. 


When Kanan finally got out of the fresher and let him have his turn, he squinted at the red splotches on his cheeks and chin, and scowled. Yeah. That would do it. He went back to his cabin and shoved his favorite helmet over his head. 


Silently, he crept up on the galley. He could hear soft voices, and stretching out his senses the way Kanan had been trying to teach him, he felt the man himself, Hera, and Zeb. No Sabine, but she was usually late. No maniacal clanking, so Chopper must be in the cockpit. 


Ducking inside, he swerved around Hera and headed straight for the cabinets. He was just going to snag a ration bar, and—


A hand snaked out and latched on to the back of his collar, bringing him to an abrupt halt. 


“No running in the galley, please,” said Hera, firm but a little distant, distracted by Kanan and Zeb’s discussion of the best way to kick through plastoid armor. 


Ezra tried to surreptitiously wriggle out of her grip, but the motion drew her attention, and then she was frowning at him and pushing him gently towards the table. “Zeb made waffles. Don’t put your helmet on the table, leave it on the seat, thank you.” 


He slumped over to the table and slouched next to Zeb, arms crossed over his chest as Kanan gave him a brief nod and slid the platter of waffles across the table. “The difference between you and me, is that I have to be aware of how much force— not just my own momentum and strength, but Force— I put into each hit, so it would all depend on—”


Ezra tuned him out and served himself. He shoved the platter back into the center of the table with a scrape that would usually earn a scolding, and then sullenly poked at his waffles when no scolding was forthcoming. Nobody was paying attention to him. They probably wouldn’t even look at his face if he took his helmet off. 


As casually as he could, he slid it off and wedged it between himself and Zeb. The man glanced down at the motion, but was too busy defending himself to put up a fuss. Ezra dumped half the full bottle of syrup on his food and took a bite. 


“No, see, I’m not talking about how to do this on any specific mission, I’m talking about the theory of it. No Force, just pre-existing weaknesses in design and your own feet.” 


Hera snorted into her hand. 


“Boots,” Zeb amended. 


Ezra chewed quietly and reached up to scratch his cheek. 


“But Kanan’s right,” said Hera, sitting down next to Ezra and accepting a pre-served plate from her partner with a flash of a smile. “There’s no surefire way to approach this, it’s all determined by— Ezra why are you bleeding.”


Ezra yanked his hand away from his face and scowled. “I’m not bleeding!” 


He could feel blood under his fingernails, yes, but not that much blood. Not enough to warrant Hera getting a solid grip on his chin and turning his face to the light. He took a deep breath and focused on not screaming or jumping over the table. 


Hera frowned in concern. “Honey, what happened?”  


“Huh.” Zeb leaned in close enough Ezra could smell his fish breath, curious. “I thought his face was just blotchy from sleeping wrong.”


“You've got— Kanan he's got little blood bubbles under his skin, what—” 


“It's alright, guys.” Kanan cleared his throat, swallowing his bite of food. “It's probably acne.” He stood and leaned across the table, so now there were three people right in Ezra’s face, studying his fucking ugly pimples like some kind of freak show. 


“Yeah.” Kanan squinted, nodded, and sat back down. “That's a breakout if I ever saw one. It's normal. It will go away on its own.”


“Acne?” Zeb asked, sounding the word out carefully. 


“Pimples? Zits?” Kanan shrugged. “They’re common in adolescent Humans. Just, because of hormones? Production of skin oil or something?”


Hera was still frowning. “Sabine never had this.” 


“Sabine never had what?” asked Sabine, wandering into the room with a yawn. 


Hera tilted Ezra’s face towards her.


“The little rat had a breakout? Ha.” Sabine flopped next to Kanan and dragged the waffle platter toward herself. “Serves him right, not cleaning the inside of his helmets properly.”


Ezra yanked away from Hera's grip. “Stop touching me! It’s fine, it’s just itchy.” And sort of painful. And really icky to look at, and—


He was halfway under the table, helmet tucked under one arm and a whole waffle stuffed in his mouth, when Zeb caught him by the back of his jacket and thumped him roughly back in his seat. 


Ezra snarled the best he could with his mouth full. Zeb growled right back. Sabine snickered. 


“Calm down, both of you!” 


Zeb reluctantly released him under the weight of Hera’s glare. 


“Stay here a minute, Ezra,” she said— ordered— before he could make another escape attempt. “Kanan, I know you know more about this than me, but it looks like an infection. Are you sure that’s not what it is?”


“It’s… sort of what it is? I was never clear on the details,” he admitted, somewhat sheepishly. “All I know is mine cleared up for good once I hit eighteen or nineteen.” 


Ezra’s jaw dropped, releasing the waffle. “You had acne?”


He raised an eyebrow. “Yes? Most Humans do at some point.”


“But— But you’re a Jedi!” 


Kanan burst out laughing. “Oh believe me, kid, Jedi can have acne. There I was, the last of my people; a scrawny teenager playing at being an outlaw with a splotchy face and a bad haircut. I had no idea how to take care of it, and neither did the smuggler I was running with at the time, so I ended up with some scarring. Why do you think I grew a beard?”


Ezra fumbled for the waffle in his lap before it could fall on the floor, mind reeling at this new revelation. 


“It leaves scars?” Hera was tense, not alarmed yet but definitely thrown off guard. “Kanan I really think—”


“It’s not a big deal, I promise! He’ll be fine in—”


“It won’t scar if he stops picking at it,” Sabine cut in, voice even and just the slightest bit condescending. Ezra glared across the table and sat on his hands. 


“It itches.” 


“Well maybe if you ever washed your face—”


“I wash my face! I’m clean! I’ve taken a shower every damn day I’ve been on this ship, what—”


“Oh a three minute sonic, sure, like that’s the best way to take care of oily skin! I wouldn’t trust a etyc‘gam like you to know the first thing about basic hygiene!”


Ezra opened his mouth, and closed it. 


“Sabine,” said Hera, low and edged with warning. 


Sabine flushed in embarrassment, but crossed her arms defiantly. 


For a moment Ezra couldn’t think he was so angry. He didn’t know what she’d said but he’d heard the disgust loud and clear. He felt his throat close up and his cold hands fist against his legs— but then Kanan caught his eye, and Ezra stretched out carefully to find his heartbeat in the shifting song of the universe, and listened, and breathed. 


“Can I leave now?” he grit out. 


Hera looked at Kanan, who gave a nod, and then looked at Zeb, who shrugged.


“Yes, you may be excused. Take your—”


But Ezra was already sliding under the table and running soundlessly from the room, leaving his useless helmet behind. 


***


Early in the afternoon Ezra’s cabin door slid open to reveal Sabine, holding his helmet carefully in both hands. 


From his bunk he spared her a flat glance before focusing back on the pieces of his lightsaber spread across his lap, picking up the handle and wiping it down with the rag and polish Kanan had shown him how to use. 


Sabine cleared her throat. Ezra ignored her. 


“Zeb says your lunch in the conservator. If you don’t eat it, he will.”


Ezra grunted. Sabine inched farther into the cabin. 


“Brought your helmet back. You left it in the galley. Anywhere in particular you want me to put it?”


“Hmph.”


“Will you stop being a brat for two seconds?” she snapped. “I’m trying to apologize!”


“Well I haven’t heard a single ‘I’m sorry,’ so—”


“I’m sorry, ok! I didn’t realize you were sensitive about—”


“Now it’s my fault for being sensitive?”


Sabine made a strangled noise and gestured threateningly with the helmet. 


“Stop! Just give it—” He threw out a hand and concentrated, and the helmet rose out of Sabine’s hands and floated, a little wobbly, into his own. He clutched it protectively to his chest and stuck his tongue out. “Now get out of my room.” 


“It’s not your room, it’s you and Zeb’s room. And technically it’s Hera’s ship, so there.”


“Sabine.” Ezra glared. “Get out.” 


She huffed and took a single step back. “I really am sorry.” 


"Uhh." 


“I wanted to— I don’t know, I wanted—”


“Yeah, well, I want you to leave me alone.” He tried to go back to ignoring her; concentrate on cleaning and polishing the handle. 


He didn’t like the cleaning part of it so much, but something about taking his lightsaber apart and putting it back together over and over settled him. As he worked one hand unconsciously reached up to scratch at his face, and he winced as his fingernail poked something that didn’t want to be poked. 


“You really shouldn’t pick at it,” said Sabine, and Ezra snapped his head up to glare some more and maybe start yelling— this seemed to be a good time for yelling— but Sabine’s face was all scrunched up the way it got when she was genuinely worried about something. 


“Sabine, if you don’t—”


“I’m not trying to imply anything! But if you really don’t know how to take care of it… And if you maybe want to… I could, show you?” 


Ezra raised a critical eyebrow. “I’ve gotten pimples before,” he said, haughty. Because he had, often, just… Never this bad. “Kanan’s right, they go away on their own. Why should I give you another opportunity to boss me around?”


Sabine’s shoulders slumped just the slightest bit before she pulled herself to attention with a scowl. Ezra quashed the little flicker of guilt at her genuine disappointment. 


“Fine, have it your way. I was just offering. I just thought… whatever.” She turned and stalked out of his cabin, spine stiff. “I hope Zeb enjoys your lunch.”


“I didn’t say— Wait!” Ezra groaned and shoved the mess off his lap and slid off his bunk to land soundlessly on the metal floor. “What do you mean ‘take care of it?’ Like, wash it?”


Sabine came to an abrupt halt, and then tried to shrug casually. “Yeah, more or less.”


“With your weird soaps?”


“They’re not— Are you going to let me show you or not?”


Ezra thumped past her and in the direction of the fresher. “I have very important things to do this afternoon,” he called over his shoulder. “Make it snappy, Sabine!” 


***


“A proper skincare routine includes a cleanser, a toner, and a moisturizer,” said Sabine, riffling through her designated fresher cupboard shelf and chucking bottles and tubes and little jars at Ezra with abandon. After fumbling the first half-dozen, he started catching them with the Force and letting them spin in the air around his head. 


“Hey, Sabine? I hate to say it, but you’ve got more than three of those fancy soap things.” 


“Well, duh. I’ve also got face masks and scrubs and—”


“Sabine! You are not putting all seventeen of these creams and things on my face! Pick one. Three. Whatever.”


Sabine heaved a sigh, but abandoned the cupboard to pluck floating tubes out of the air and read the labels. She set five on the counter, and Ezra carefully directed the remaining dozen back onto the shelf, lined them up neatly, and closed the cupboard door with a mental nudge.


When he turned back to her, Sabine held his gaze and reached out to grip his chin and study his face. He almost bit her fingers, but she wasn’t looking with disgust, just clinical curiosity. So he forced himself to hold still for about five seconds before shaking her off. 


“When was the last time you washed your face?” she asked, rubbing together the fingers that had been on his jaw and glancing between him and the row of containers on the counter. 


“Um. Yesterday? In the shower?” 


“Skincare is something you have to do every day, morning and night. Are you prepared for the commitment?”


“Uh…” 


“Great. Glad to hear it. Since we’re still setting up a routine for you we’re going to start with a scrub and a mask instead of cleanser. Come here.” 


Sabine pinned his hair back with some of her sparkly clips and let him splash water on his face, and then squeezed purple goo into his hand and instructed him to rub it all over. 


“Gently! Just in little circles, like— Yeah, like that.”


It was gritty and sticky and smelled like jogans, and soothed the itching almost immediately. “This stuff feels like it’s taking my top layer of skin off,” he grumbled.


“It is.”


“What!?”


“It’s called exfoliation, di'kut. It’s good for you.” 


When the goo was all rinsed off, his face was distinctly less shiny, and maybe a bit smoother, and he felt air sting against his forehead. 


Sabine only gave him two seconds to appreciate the feeling before smearing a healthy layer of green slime over his face. “This is a mud mask from Naboo, with genuine Nabooian swamp mud. Heals and nourishes the skin. Very expensive. You’re not allowed to touch it unless I give you permission, got it?”


Ezra very much did not want to open his mouth and get genuine Nabooian swamp mud in it, but he nodded vigorously. 


The mud dried quickly, and Ezra stood in front of the mirror and wiggled his eyebrows and watched patches of dirt flake off and float down into the sink until Sabine had enough and made him wash it off. 


Wiping off the green took the redness too, along with the ache under his skin he hadn’t noticed until it was gone. The pimples were still there, but sort of smaller. Not the first thing about his face someone would notice. 


With a dropper, Sabine dabbed a clear liquid over the worst patches and told him to let it air-dry. “It’s medicine. For the infection. This is the stuff you really do have to use every morning and night. Though…” she checked the label on the little white bottle. “This one is almost expired. We’ll have to buy another for you next time we’re in a big enough city.” 


“Huh.” Ezra resisted the urge to poke at his face and see if it responded better to poking yet. It felt like it ought to. “Where did you get all this stuff? All these different… skincare products?”


She shrugged. “Different places. Sometimes I buy a new mask or moisturizer I want to try, but I’ve more or less figured out the routine that works for me. Most of these are from when I was younger, and they aren’t what my skin needs anymore, but I didn’t want to throw them out.”


“... Huh.” 


“I’ll put the ones I’m giving you on your shelf.” 


“Ok!” Ezra gave in and stuck his face right up to the mirror and poked a pimple on his chin. No pain. He grinned. “Where did you learn about all this?”


“My buir,” said Sabine, and then she didn’t say anything at all while she gently patted toner and moisturizer into his skin. 


When she was done she took a step back and raised a sweeping hand, like she was presenting one of her art pieces, and gave him a half-bow. “Not bad, if I do say so myself,” she said as she straightened, flicking her bangs out of her eyes with a smug smile. 


Ezra was leaning so close to the mirror every breath was a puff of condensation against it. It really wasn’t bad. Not at all. It was actually pretty great. He’d never seen his own face so clean. Just, bright. Like seven years worth of gunk and tension had been scrubbed away or something. 


He could see all his little nicks and scars much more clearly, and of course the acne hadn’t disappeared, but he felt better. Not just his skin, but his whole self. He wasn’t sure how that worked, and wasn’t about to ask Sabine. 


He rocked back from the counter and bounced on his toes for a bit, still grinning at his reflection, and then leaned over to bump his shoulder against Sabine’s. 


“Thanks for this. It was actually pretty fun.”


She snorted. “Yeah, you better be grateful. I broke out the good stuff for you.” 


He laughed and she smirked, and started cleaning up all the little containers, putting some back on her shelf and some on his. “You going to go show Kanan and Hera?”


“Nah. They’ll see at supper.” 


“I guess they will.” She pulled a little red bottle off her shelf. “This is your cleanser by the way.” She talked him through a few more containers as she straightened both their shelves out, and when she was done he had seven little bottles lined up next to his toothbrush, and a lump in his throat. 


“I really mean it, Sabine,” he said, clearing his throat and tracing a finger over the label of the white medicine bottle. “Thank you.” 


“Yeah, well… Consider this my apology.” 


He carefully closed the cupboard door, with his hand this time. “What did you even say?” he asked. Curious, but also a little wary. 


“Ah…” She shifted her weight once, and then forced herself to be still. He could hear her embarrassment and shame filling the small room, loud enough to choke on. 


“So, there’s this stereotype? That some people wear their armor so much they never take it off long enough to clean it, or themselves. And I see you cycling through those dusty old helmets and that shitty shin-guard, and… I basically said your armor was filthy? I guess it’s a bigger insult in Mando space...”  


“Don’t worry.” He pressed a hand to his chest and met her eyes, solemn and mockingly sincere. “I found it plenty insulting.” 


“Oh, shut up.” She shoved him and he staggered back, laughing again. 


“N'eparavu takisit,” she said, softer, and he wasn’t sure what that meant either but he felt the honesty of it curling up inside his ribcage. 


“Apology accepted,” he said, only half joking, and led the way out of the fresher. 


He was hungry now that he wasn’t mad anymore. He probably didn’t have any lunch left, thank you Zeb, but he had a few stashes of non-perishables around the ship. Sabine fell into step beside him as he mentally sorted through which ones were closest and which ones he wouldn’t mind Sabine seeing. 


“Do my helmets really bother you that much?” he asked absently, lost in his mental map. 


“You have no idea.”


“They’re just plastoid. Most of them are broken.” He didn’t wear them because he needed a helmet, he wore them because he needed quiet.


“But you paint them!” she burst out. “You wear them all the time, and you paint them, and they’re important to you! And you never bother to care for them properly!” 


“I wipe them off!”


“With what? Water?” 


“Uh…” 


Sabine groaned. “Forget it. Your armor, your business.” 


Ezra narrowed his eyes and did a quick scan of the ship to see where everyone was. Kanan, Hera, and Chopper were all in the cockpit, and Zeb was in the hold. The crew lounge was empty. He set his feet in the direction of his cabin. 


“So… Theoretically, if I asked for a demonstration on the proper Mandalorian way to clean armor— or, you know, shitty, broken plastoid excuses for armor— would you—”


“Yes. Please. Ka'ra, yes.”


“Ok.” He shrugged, trying to look casual about this and not like he was going to vibrate out of his skin with excitement. “Meet you in the lounge in ten minutes?”  


“Seven,” she said, steps speeding up until she was racing down the hall past him to her cabin. 


“Hey, slow down!” He raced after her.


Instead of slowing down she signed something rude over her shoulder, so he added just enough of a lift to his steps to loosen gravity’s hold, somersaulting through the narrow space over her head to land several feet in front of her.


“That’s cheating!” she hollered.


“You have longer legs! If you get a natural advantage so do I!” 


He didn’t hear her response as he hurtled around a corner, thinking through which helmets to bring and where he’d stashed his ration bars, and more excited to spend time cleaning something than he could remember being ever in his life.


End Notes


N'eparavu takisit basically means, "I eat my insult."


Please drop by the archive and comment to let the author know if you enjoyed their work!
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Summary


"In war we fight for peace. In peace we prepare for war."


Mandalorians are a complicated people. Honestly Ezra really doesn't understand their language, culture, or tendency to solve problems with fists or the end of a blaster. Conflicts of interest seem to be everywhere. Jedi should uphold peace without conflict. To protect the people without bloodshed, but mandalorians just want to protect their people too. Even if it means the blood of entire clans or the fledgling new republic has to be spilled. He'd prefer to avoid broken fingers and busted lips but Sabine is one of his greatest and most loyal friends. He'll always have her back, fight by her side if needed, or even stop her....if he can.


Notes


See the end of the work for notes
The Jedi and the Mandalorian
“You were supposed to just calibrate the stabilizers.”


“I did.”


“That has nothing to do with the stabilizers.”


“No, but it looks better that way.”


“Sabine.”


“Ezra.”


He gave her his best disapproving scowl. Though in truth he saw this coming a mile away. Looking on at the burnt orange and blue slate gauntlet before them. Lined with grey and white it actually was nice to look at. Much better than that crimson forever reminding him of Maul, but as much as he liked it, that was not was he asked for. Turns out Gauntlets were very expensive to maintain, more so than even the Ghost. Most parts were not compatible with other ships of similar make so he couldn’t just get used parts from a dealer or buy them in one of the larger ports. Nope, parts outside of the Mandalorian Sector were rare and very expensive. Lucky for him he knew just the mando for the job. Unlucky for him she has extravagant tastes.


“Sabine, I…” He breathed.


The mando in question turned to him. Her hand falling on his shoulder. Sabine removed her heavy duty welding gloves and he noted how the second and third fingers on her right hand were splinted and taped together. Knuckles scabbed over, blotched red and purple.


“Don’t worry about the cost, Ezra. The modifications I made were approved ahead of time by my buir, and I did them all myself. I… we, owe you a great deal.”


Ezra stared down at her as she smiled. There was dirt and grease smeared over her cheek and some coating her crooked nose. A bit of guilt pooled in his stomach. He supposed it had never quite healed straight after he and Zeb had mistaken her for a storm trooper that one time. That bruise around her eye and busted lip however, was new. He’d have to asker her about it but…


“Wait, modifications? As in more than one?”


Sabine only grinned at him in response before trotting off to the Nightbrother’s ramp. Ezra could only rush after her as she disappeared inside with a snicker.


“Sabine, what else did you do?!”


The Gauntlet’s ramp gave immediate access to the lower cargo area. One with the troop drop and a small room behind it. Or at least that was originally how it was. The normally small cargo bay was larger with the drop area dividing wall gone along with the rack.


“I figured you wouldn’t be deploying a jurkad team in the near future so I got rid of the drop rack for added cargo space and replaced it with cargo mag-locks.”


Sabine gestured to the floor and space around where hooks and strap locks had been added, as well as a control for the floor mag-locks.


“The floor bay still opens though.” She pointed to the door, stomping for emphasis. It had been repainted a bold striped yellow for safety. “So try not to drop all your cargo.”


“That was once. One time I dropped the rack on accident!”


“Yes and we nearly lost all the equipment you haphazardly stored in there.”


“Well it’s not my fault I can’t read any of the icons.” Ezra huffed, throwing his arms up. Much to Sabine’s amusement. He didn’t know how Maul was able to navigate the ship’s controls so well without being able to read any of it. Even the ship’s internal map and navigation system was in foreign mandalorian writing, or maybe the sith could actually read it he supposed.


“Then you’re in luck.” Sabine exclaimed as she proudly strode over to the ship’s side lift panel. The one that he was supposed to use to raise heavy or larger than the door crates, but he could never figure out. “I happen to speak and read both Mando’a and basic. So I took the liberty of installing basic translation and re-stenciling all the controls so you’ll never be made a fool of again.”


He rolled his eyes and glanced over the panel. True to her word everything had been translated to basic. She had even changed the layout and color of the buttons to make them simpler to use. However unable to pass up the opportunity to see him embarrassed by every guest he would ever have aboard she also took the liberty of stenciling them in bright glittery pink.


“This is just the lower deck. Let me show you the next level.”


Force save him.


Not as pink as he thought it would be. The mid-level cargo bay had some space taken from it for a common area addition. He didn’t mind at all that she had changed it given that the lower level was now entirely devoted to cargo. The kitchen was now connected to a common area but remained mostly the same, small and efficient, and a refresher had been added to this level. Ezra smiled to himself at the sight of Sabine’s mark painted large, orange and gold on the largest wall inside the common area.


Ezra smiled wider as the explored the top level. There was of course a refresher here, but the 24 troop bunk area had been divided into a crew quarters not too far off, if a bit larger than the Ghost’s. She led him to the bridge next where controls had been updated and thankfully changed to basic as well. Though Sabine had taken to painting the pilot and co-pilots chairs with loth cats respectively. They were adorable with their cartoony selves and big eyes, but he wasn't going to let her catch him cooing over them. The captain’s quarters were where she stopped however, appearing to hesitate, her hand hovering just over the door pad. Seeming to decide otherwise Sabine turned, gesturing for Ezra to open the door himself.


It was a Lothal morning skyline. A pair of loth cats playing in the foreground grass and his tower, tall and ivory, in the distance overlooking a golden sea of wind swept grassland. He followed the painting with his eyes until the day bled to night. Behind him on the opposite wall was a Lothal night. Cliffs and smooth ledges broke into the night scene adorned with a pack of loth wolves at rest amongst the cool stone. In the foreground a shining city of spires illuminating the night sky like a beacon of hope lighting the way.


“I thought…. maybe, you’d want to take some of Lothal with you on your adventures.”


“It’s beautiful Sabine.” Young Jedi neared the night sky wall where the white loth wolf perched above his pack, his hand reaching out for the nostalgic scene. “It’s per- Ouch!”


Ezra snapped back, cradling his offended hand staring wide eyed at the offending mando.


“Don’t touch.” Sabine warned with a glare and wave of her welding glove. “It’s not dry, or’dinii.” She scolded.


“Sorry, geez.”


He rubbed his knuckles with a huff. There was no pain. Being swatted by her glove hadn’t hurt the least bit but he had certainly been caught off guard. Embarrassed by his yelp he hoped Sabine either hadn’t noticed or wouldn’t hold it against him. The roll of her eyes and the slight upturn of her lips as she made her exit told him neither of his wishes would be granted. Heat rose in his cheeks as he shuffled after her.


“She’ll be ready to go once the paint has dried and the navigation system is done installing.”


Stepping off the ramp Sabine made her way to the first cloth she could find amongst a group of box crates he assumed were for her equipment and parts. She wiped at the remnants of sweat and grease with the already black and orange stained rag. Much to Ezra’s amusement she only succeeded in smearing the grease more along her cheek and brow with some paint flakes now added to the mix.


“You missed a spot.” He chuckled, gesturing to all of her face.


Sabine huffed and Ezra quickly side stepped as the well-used cloth flew passed him.


“So childish, Ezra Bridger, even with that fuzz growing on your chin.”


“Hey you’re the one that threw the rag at me, and it’s a beard not fuzz. I’m a man now with a beautiful beard from jaw to chin.” He petted the hair smooth, making sure to step into Sabine’s space as she mocked him with hands on hips.


“Sure” Sabine made to exaggeratingly push him away. “If that’s what you want to call that leech caterpillar.”


A hand rose to cup his cheek along the growing stubble not quite a beard. Her hands were not soft. Rough with calluses and worn with craft and conflict. Sabine was no gentle soul. She was a warrior born in the thick of battle, shaped in the heat of a forge, and honed with time, but just for a moment he wanted to shut his eyes and drift into her touch. Fingers ghosting over his scars down into the hair along his jaw. The battered digits tickling under his chin as her thumb brushed the edge of his chapped lips. Half lidded blue eyes meeting hazel.


He thought for that tiny moment her paint and grease stained hands were so soft and warm. Tender even. There was a look of sorrow swirling in those hardened hazel eyes, along with something he couldn’t discern. The bond of kinship they shared, forged on a battlefield of loss, bleeding through her tough mandalorian exterior to the surface of her slight smile.


Or perhaps he had imagined it all.


“Ow, again!”


Pulling away rubbing his chin, where the hair was longest, and swatted her hand half-heartedly.


“That wasn’t necessary.”


He expected something witty from her. A retort of some kind at least. Instead Sabine stood there silent a few steps from him. Ezra had faced her once again in time to see her hand fall loose at her side. There was something unreadable on her face again. Something familiar that made his heart flutter and butterflies bounce in his stomach.


“Ner cyare.” She spoke in nearly a whisper.


The young Jedi craned his head. He almost didn’t hear her over all the machinery and work going in the background. Sabine knew he couldn’t understand mandalorian, or mand-o-ah-whatever she called it. Often she used this to her advantage to rebuke or mock him. To her amusement and his dismay. Those words though…. and her face… he couldn’t help the knot forming in his chest at her tone.


What did she say?


“Sabine you know I don’t-“


“Stay.” She started, bolder this time. Making him fumble over his words. “While your kom'rk finishes its update.” The warrior tilted her chin towards the towering gauntlet behind him.


Oh….


“Sure.” He coughed. “Of course, I’ll let Hera know.”


He could stay a little while….


“Good.” Sabine smiled up at him. Face still dirt and sweat covered. Her hair a complete mess.


With Sabine…


“It will be Krownest’s spring cycle in a few days.” A few steps were taken towards him. “There will be a few events before the festival.” Another step closer.


“A festival sounds fun. What kind of events?”


Him and Sabine at a festival? Together? He gulped.


“Traditional fishing is first.”


“I’ve never been fishing before.”


They were within arm’s reach again. Sabine giving him a knowing, somewhat mischievous smile. The same look she sports when she’s painted something she shouldn’t have or booby trapped your shampoo.


This couldn’t be so bad, right? He’d seen some ads for fishing on the holonet. Couldn’t be that different on the snow than a sandy bank. Pole in hand, baited hook in the water and patience while they sat on the ice warm in their parkas. Maybe even Hera and Jacen would join them, or Tristan and her father too. Ezra was a little too lost in his daydream when he realized Sabine had left him standing there.


“Wait, Sabine!” He rushed after her. Weaving through the engineers that moved about. “In don’t have a pole!”


She flashed him a grin over her shoulder.


“You won’t need one.”


Traditional Wren Fishing
Chapter Notes


See the end of the chapter for notes
Krownest was a beautiful place. Truly it was. Though Hera found herself a bit under suited for the climate. Familiar with the arid, desert bordering, scape that was Ryloth, Hera found herself covered with as many clothes as she could manage to fit on her frame and still move about. She shivered, rubbing her gloved palms together and made and effort to pull her head cap tighter over her lekku. Knowing Krownest was an ice locked tundra planet she had come prepared. Thick coat, boots, gloves and a cap for the pair. Though that was hardly enough to keep her warm. Sabine had laughed at them when they arrived. The Ghost touching down in the stronghold hanger hidden on the mountain side none of them knew was there.


“You’re underdressed.” She had teased.


The mandalorians had been very generous to her and Jacen. Quickly they had been ushered into ‘proper’ attire as the Count had called it. Genuine fur. Soft and warm it out classed her cheap faux fur on so many levels.


“Fur of the Stag moose.” The Count, Alrich Wren, gave a slight bow as he addressed the now properly attired Hera and son. “My riduur, Ursa, has given you all guest rights.” He chuckled. “Can’t have you freezing on the first day.”


Hera startled from her thoughts when she heard a short cry. The stronghold towered behind her as she sat on a flight of stairs overlooking the lake’s frozen surface. A few clan children were playing around a smooth boulder and Jacen had jumped at the idea of joining them. Mandalorian children could be rough in their games, most of which seemed to be a form of mock combat. From sword sticks, toy stun guns, to flat out punching, she couldn’t help worry for her child when he joined with them. Already her son had gotten a black eye from wrestling with another boy. She scolded him to be more careful and stay out of fights, but Jacen had just laughed and shrugged off her coddling.


“We were just playing Mama. I like to play with the swords!”


It had been an accident and Hera voiced her concern to one of the warriors watching the children for the day. He had chided not just the offender but the older children as well for allowing one so young to be playing such a rough game. Mandalorians were very steeped in tradition and she supposed it shouldn’t have surprised her when the eldest of the bunch, a boy of about ten, came to her and bowed his head. His accent was thick and his basic broken but he had apologized for allowing her son to be hurt and asked if he could return to play with them again, that he would keep a better eye out for their guest.


She had agreed of course. Jacen was young and Hera wanted him to enjoy as much play as he wanted and experience as much culture as he could. The twi’lek smiled as she saw her son dart around the boulder twice his size to avoid a snowball. It was five boys and 3 girls that threw the snow at each other. Clearly they had bored of making snowmen and had piled it all up in two barriers they could hide behind while reloading. It was a cute sight watching him play with kids his age. The lot of them hobbling around in their large fur parkas barely tall enough to wade through the two feet of snow at the lakes edge.


The eldest three had the most accurate throw. One of them nailing Jacen in the back making him laugh. Those three, a girl and two boys, had bits of armor adorning them unlike their younger kin. Arm bracers and shin guards, the eldest of them and “leader” of the small band even sporting a shoulder plate and knife holstered on his leg. Armor was so ingrained into their culture and way of life she supposed it made sense they started wearing it early in life.


Spring had come to the tundra planet some weeks ago. Not that Hera could really tell the difference. Birds sang their spring songs filling the air with more than just the howling of wind and there was a bit more green on the ground as hardy shrubs came back to life. Though if she had not been told of the season's change this visitor likely would not have noticed. Certainly not with the blanket of snow still smothering everything in sight.


“What the hell are you wearing?!”


Hera tuned in her seat to look further up the steps at the voice. It was Ezra huddled in his parka. The young Jedi shaking his head in disbelief and flailing his arms.


“Fishing clothes.”


It was Sabine’s brother. He shrugged, moving to stand at the edge of the steps.


“You’re naked!”


“I’m wearing trunks.”


Tristan popped his waistband to emphasis he was indeed wearing trunks. Hera stood to look at him in shock as well.


“Morning General.”


Arriving at the bottom he stepped off into the snow with bare feet. He laid the crate in his arms down and offered Hera a light bow.


“Morning…” She sputtered. “You- you’re not cold?”


He smiled wide. His hands coming to rest on his hips as he chuckled. Hera was just as surprised as Ezra at the mandalorian. The mandalorian currently not in armor. The mandalorian in only trunks standing in snow on a tundra planet.


“Of course I’m cold, but I can’t very well fish in armor. I’ll sink.”


“Sink?”


Ezra came to join them at ground level. His cheeks and nose rosy in the frigid air.


“Yup. Now come on, Jetii.” Tristan retrieved his crate and started for the lake. “We gotta cut a hole in the ice to fish from before the others beat us to the good spots.”


The Jedi grumbled but followed. Returning to her seat Hera watched them wade through the deeper snow at the bank and out onto the ice. Jacen waved at Ezra from atop the boulder. Laughing when the man slipped on the ice nearly falling more than once.


 


By the evening the sun was at its peak in the sky. Warming the surroundings and Hera just enough to make returning outside bearable. As Hera made her way out onto the balcony overlooking the lake she could see many more Mandalorians on the ice. Spread out into groups of 5 or more she could see them cutting squares into the frozen surface. There was a tug on her coat prompting her gaze to turn downwards. Jacen’s blue irises starring back up her.


“I wanna go see Ezra and Bean.”


“Alright.”


Hera smiled and ruffled her son’s shock of green hair. Hand in hand the pair made it out to the lake. At the base of the stronghold tables had been propped up and a few fires lit. Clansmen, armored or not, mingled about. The smell of fish was strong. Both fresh and cooking. She recognized those in in white and yellow as Wrens. Their distinct helmet paint making them easy to spot but the others she realized were not Wrens. At least not as far as she could tell.


Wolves in blue and grey, stags in red and white, and a multitude of other markings adorning armor. Mostly in mute greys and whites, some blues here and there. Perhaps other clans had come for the nearing festival. The pair passed a table where freshly cooked fish on a stick was being laid out. Hera smiled as her son eyed the food, the crispy meat filling the cool air with spices. Jacen’s mouthwatering as she could see him contemplate how he could get one.


“They look good?” A woman chuckled. Coming into view with tray of more fried fish to lay out. She was outfitted like any other warrior in armor. Except her breastplate was missing and her midsection a little rounder than most.


“Uh-huh.” Her son nodded. His hands gripping the neck of his coat as if to keep them from wandering over towards the table.


“I tink soh too.” She smiled at Jacen. Picking a pair of fish on sticks off different tray and handing one to Jacen and the other to Hera. “Tes’ ones have soft bones so em safe for kids to eat.” Her accent was very thick and broken likely from not having to speak much basic often.


“Thank you.” It was no sooner that Hera had taken hers in hand that she could hear Jacen tearing into his, pulling her towards the lake. Eager to find Sabine and Ezra.


It wasn’t quite as easy to find the duo as Hera though it’d be. The lake was rather large once you were out on it and there were a lot of warriors walking the surface. More than she’d ever thought she’d seen at the fortress its self, but Hera supposed she had no actual idea how numerous a mandalorian clan was. It was also possible many of them were from other clans as well as she had seem back at the foot of the stronghold.


Asking for directions came with a bit of difficulty. Hera was so accustomed to talking to Mandalorians that spoke basic she hadn’t even considered a majority of them didn’t speak the language. What an ass she must have made of herself assuming. Though they seemed to understand that she was asking a question, and that Sabine’s name was mentioned more than once.


“Alor ad?” One had said while scratching his beard.


“Sabine?” Another had joined. Placing her nets with the others near their cut in the ice.


Hera nodded hoping they could overcome this language barrier. Sabine had always made it look so easy to speak across languages.


“Vaii Sabine?” He turned to the woman.


She nodded as he spoke to her.


“Gar mar'eyir Alor ad ogir.” She pointed out across the ice.


“Thank you.” Hera nodded. She and Jacen waving goodbye to them, thankful for a direction even if she had no idea what had been said.


“Ret'!” They said in unison, waving bye in return.


Maneuvering around the other fishing Mandalorians they finally made it to their destination. Further towards the rear of the lake where it started to curved with the landscape. There Hera spotted a familiar purple cooler painted with a phoenix and loth cat. Sitting at the edge of a square cut into the ice was Sabine’s brother.


“Evening, General.” He greeted. His feet dangling in the water and spear in his lap.


Jacen pulled at her hand trying to urge them closer to the water, but Hera was sure it had to be a drop off there so she reigned him back. She started to ask were the duo was when a cluster of bubbles started in the middle of the hole. Tristan grinned and tugged his feet from the water as something breached the surface with a wail. It was Ezra. He surfaced gasping for air and screeching. Scrambling for the edge.


“Calm down!” Tristan shouted. “Or you’ll drown.”


The young Jedi stopped his thrashing to glare at the other man. His hands dug into the ice like claws holding on for dear life.


“It’s not drowning I’m worried about!”


Sabine was next to surface. Her breach far calmer and practiced than Ezra’s.


“Ezra!” She called. Reaching for him with one hand as she laughed heartily, almost manically.


He flinched when her palm grasped his bare shoulder for balance. It was then that her other hand emerged from the water to reveal the source of his fright.


“Save me Hera!” He called. “They’re crazy!”


That earned another bout of laughter from Sabine as she hoisted a fish into the air. Drawing most of it out of the water as it thrashed. Her hand firmly holding it by the gills.


“Oooh!” She could hear Jacen start, trying to pull closer.


“Get that monster away from me!” Ezra shouted again.


“It’s just a fish, Ezra, chill.”


Sabine pulled said monster onto the ice as she too sat on the edge, spear dangling from her back. Ezra being sure to keep to the other side. To say that it was just a fish would be a bit of an understatement. Hera watched it flop on the ice, mouth snapping and a hiss emanating from its jaws.


“I told you we were traditional fishing, Ezra. What did you think we doing?”


 Pulling a heated towel over his body he responded, if a bit exasperated. “Fishing like normal people.”


“You think we’re not normal?” Tristan cut in. Frowning and crossing his arms.


To his side Sabine pushed her hand deeper into the fish’s gills as it struggled. Countered shaded with a pale belly and dark grey body dotted with lighter rings over its fins and back. It wasn’t even the size that shocked Hera, and it was nearly at long as Sabine’s torso.


“Swimming in freezing water and catching fish with teeth as big as my hands is not normal!”


“Its teeth are not that big.”


Its snout was long. Indeed filled with finger sized teeth. Like the head of a crocodile had been stitched onto a fish. Hissing and swatting its thick tail as Sabine moved to subdue it more.


“Don’t be a baby.” She huffed at the Jedi.


“Laandur.” Her brother seemed to mock as they both laughed before she swatted his leg. Tristan jumping back to swat her in return.


Hera just sat amongst them on the cooler. She and little Jacen watching them run around the ice hole. Striking each other’s freezing skin in a sort of cruel tag. Sabine turning the fish’s jaws on the men and watching them scatter. Hearing Ezra yelp as teeth latched onto the back of his towel. It reminded the twi’lek of the Ghost. When the crew was all together. Their play, laughter and of course, shenanigans.


 When chopper took the screws from Ezra’s bunk. When Zeb was pink for nearly a month after using trapped shampoo meant for Ezra, or when the boys tried to get her back for her traps. Next to her Jacen stood and cheered as someone splashed into the water. It was Tristan that stood over the edge, arms extended, Ezra to his left. Leaving one person that could been pushed. Emerging cursing them with a grin and splashing water not a moment later.


The foolishness went on for a while longer. Their play and roughhousing seeming to keep them warm for a time despite their lack of clothing. Hera shook her head at Ezra’s attempts not to stare in Sabine’s general direction and at her lack of armor, or lack of clothing really. It’s not often you see the mandalorian in anything but armor, but here she was in what could only be described as a sports bra and trunks.  She suspected the red on his cheeks wasn’t all from the cold. Poor boy was an open book. Sabine on the other hand was a bit more mysterious. The young mandalorian wore her emotions under her armor and was for more difficult to measure.


The twi’lek rolled her eyes as the simple play had already devolved into rough wrestling between Sabine and Tristan. Both of them hands locked and grinning as they pushed at each other. Tristan with the upper hand due to his height and weight over his sister, but she dug in with her toes and pushed back twisting his hands with hers. He grimaced as Sabine gained the advantage in their strange game of mercy.


Ezra sighed next to her. He’d wrapped himself in a heating blanket. His hair standing on end, white and iced over, earning a laugh from Jacen as the Jedi crouched down to allow the boy to ruffle his frosted locks.


“Surrender, vod’ika!” Sabine roared, twisting Tristan’s hands further.


“Nu draar!” He pushed back but the game was lost for both siblings.


Tristan’s foot slipped on the frozen surface, sliding back and startling them both with the sudden movement. Hera could have sworn she heard and eep come from one of them as he made a quick effort to twist his leg and replant his foot. In an attempt to avoid a potentially painful split he sprang forward and they all heard the thunk as his head came down on Sabine’s sending the pair crumpling to the ground.


Ezra and Jacen shared a loud full laugh as Sabine cursed, pushing her brother off her. Though it seemed Tristan was trying his best to suppress his chuckle as he clutched his forehead. Hera stood. Perhaps it was time they all went in to warm up before the fish measuring contest that would happen later in the evening.


Sabine started to her feet. She pinched her nose with a frown. There was no blood but she wasn’t concerned about that. Obliviously checking to see if her nose had been made anymore crooked than it already was.


“Haar'chak, Tristan! If you broke my nose….” She cursed him, but here was the beginnings of a smile behind her had.


“Too late. Looks like someone already beat me to it.”


He moved quickly as Sabine made a grapple for his knees. Yup, it definitely time to head inside.


“I think it’s time to warm up, everyone.”
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Spring Hunt
Chapter Notes
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Out in the snow again. After abandoning their mounts to a campsite and an hour of trudging through ankle deep snowpack Ezra came to the realization it was actually hot outside. There wasn’t any wind today and he was sweating in his parka. Worse was the top layer of snow was slick making it harder to get a footing in the already packed ice. He sighed. The weight of the spears in their pouch Sabine strapped to his back wasn’t helping either.


“Tristan and I are going hunting. You wanna go?” She had asked.


Stupidly he had agreed. Thrilled she had asked. Though he had considered this could turn into another life altering fishing experience, the alternative however… Which was of course staying back at the Stronghold and risk running into the Countess, Ursa Wren, herself. He didn’t dislike Sabine’s mother. Not in the slightest. Sabine was near the spitting image of the Countess. Albeit the older wren was a taller, more mature, scarier version of Sabine. He swears the woman could break ice with her glare alone, and he gets the distinct feeling the Countess hates his guts.


To make matters even more confusing her husband seems the exact opposite. Casting Ezra a warm smile, apologizing for his wife’s poor manners, all while twiddling his fingers. The man was a general delight to be around. A well-spoken connoisseur of art. Ezra could certainly understand how he became such a renown and respect mandalorian diplomat. Such a strange contrast to the bulk of mandos he’s met so far. The Countess had scarcely spoken to him since they first met. Mostly out of necessity. Usually giving only a brief glance before moving on. Sabine had shared with him that she was usually busy with clan business so he wasn’t likely to run into her often. Not often was still too often.


“Hey.” He called out. “You don’t think I should be worried that I offended your mother or something.”


“Did you say something Jedi-y to her?”


Tristan chimed in from his right. Helmet under his off hand, spears like Ezra’s own settle on his back. Casually snacking on some jerky. Sharing some between them as they fell in step behind his elder sibling.


“I’m pretty sure I didn’t.”


 Ezra frowned. He knew mandalorians held a grudge against Jedi, but this seemed a little different than age old vendetta that some of them didn’t even remember why they held.


“You didn’t take a step up towards the throne did you?” Tristan gave him a suspicious look.


“What? No. Is that a thing?”


The younger man nodded somewhat seriously. Jerky half protruding from his mouth.


“Tristan. Stop scaring him.” Sabine warned from the lead. Voice muffled by her helmet. “If buir was offended he’d know.”


“True.” He nodded, offering another piece to Ezra.


“What’s this about not stepping on the throne?”


Maybe he should’ve gotten a data card of all the rules guests should follow around mandalorians. It was getting hard to keep track at this point. He hasn’t felt so out of place since he told Sabine her armor was shiny.


“Oh it just means you’ve issued a challenge directly to the Herr’alor for her position is all.”


Tristan had said it so nonchalantly too. Like he wasn’t at all at risk of being thoroughly destroyed by the- wait, who did he say it was a challenge to?


“The air ahhh-Lor?” He questioned.


“Hair ah-lor.” He pronounced the syllables slower the second time. Not frustrated at Ezra in the slightest for his ignorance in the subject.


 “In basic the title was equated to a Count or Countess, but it actually lacks a direct translation. Roughly you could translate it to mean: Territory Holder.” Sabine cut in. Tristan rolling his eyes at her thoroughness.


“Our buir,” She paused, remembering to use basic. “Our mother is the Countess or Territory Holder of this region for House Vizsla. The position being above Clan Chief but below House leader.”


“As the Chieftess with the largest, eldest, most loyal clan on Krownest” He could see the younger man practically puffing out his chest as he went on. Whether in seriousness or comic relief Ezra wasn’t quite sure. “Our buir and many an Alor of clan Wren for centuries have been House Vizsla’s foothold in this sector.”


So she’s a Chieftess, but also Countess. Ok. He thinks he can wrap his head around that. He used that word again too. Bo-er? Boo-eer? So that means mother. Then why has Sabine called her father boo-eer as well? Ezra lagged behind the pair in thought. His foot nearly snagging on a particularly nasty looking thorn bush poking up from dent in the snow. Strange shrub, he thought, looked like something had been chewing on it. Taking a moment to catch his breathe. The frigid air stinging his nostrils and lungs. Reminding the Jedi of the hike he was currently on.


“Just give me a minute, guys.”


Sabine, hands on her hips, looked like she was ready to protest when Tristan shot her a look. Something akin to a pout, but on someone that should be too old for that.


“I guess we can take five.”


Her shoulders slumped in defeat. Unable to overcome the power of the baby brother.


“Perfect.” He shuffled his spears over his shoulder. Unceremoniously dumping them at Sabine’s feet. “I’m gonna go take a leak.”


“Don’t go too far.” Sabine called to his retreating form.


“Yes, Ori’vod.”  Ezra smiled, catching sight of Sabine’s eye roll as her helmet at last was removed. “Close enough for you to hear my piss.”


He laughed at the two. Earning Sabine’s scowl. Reminded him of home. Laughing with Hera, fighting with Zeb and Chop, trying to do his damnedest to earn the tiniest bit of attention from Sabine. His smile deepened at the thought of his foolish 14 year old self, and how once he had stopped trying to flirt with her every time he saw her they had become true comrades. The best of friends even. Then it faltered, his smile shrinking.


Kanan.


His hand jumping to his lightsaber. Only it wasn’t there. Hand gripping tightly into the material of his pant leg instead. It had been confiscated the moment he left the Ghost. The mandalorians allowed him to wander their home, but he supposes they’ll never trust a Jedi with a lightsaber. Looking above into the conifer needles he wondered why. Why did mandalorians hate Jedi so much? Did Jedi share the same animosity? Ezra had only met few Jedi from that era. Ahsoka nor Kanan had never once shown any hate for Sabine nor any other mandalorians. Just frustration at their stubborn warrior pride.


What happened? Where did it began?


He’d asked before of course. Though he supposed he never really understood what he was asking at the time. “It’s very complicated, and the mandalorians haven’t forgotten. Most of them.” He’d always hesitate there. Fumbling over the right words to tell a 15 year old. “I don’t know the full story, but a lot of people lost their lives and the mandalorians have closed themselves off to the Jedi ever since.”


Thinking back he knows Kanan was nothing but honest with him. His master couldn’t give him the answer because he didn’t truly know. Only being able to pass on what he heard. What he was likely told.


“Hey, Sabine.”


Her head turned slowly towards him. Simply offering him her gaze in response. There was sadness in her eyes, swirling around her. Behind her back, where she kept it on her belt, her hand clenched around Kanan’s lightsaber. The one he and Hera both agreed should go to Sabine. A Jedi would always make their own and Hera had no need for an item to collect dust and be a constant reminder of what could have been. Sabine though was not a Jedi. She is a warrior, and a warrior would always have a need for a weapon.


This way Kanan would always be with her. To protect her.


No doubt she took notice of his sudden dejection. Ezra smiled. She knew him too well. To automatically know it was because he was reminiscing about Kanan. The Jedi shook his head. He needed to snap out of it. Digging his fingers into the snow at his sides Ezra took a decent clump of ice and shoved it into his face. Yelling out as he rubbed it in. It burned. Who’d have thought something so cold would feel like fire on his skin.


“Di’kut!” Ezra flinched when Sabine swatted the snow from his hands. Eyes wide in shock and face stinging. “What do you think you’re doing? Do you want to get frostbite on your nose and have it fall off?!”


Well he hadn’t considered that. Hand moving to pinch his nose and feeling it sting. Feeling was good even if it hurt. However it was worth it in the end, working to break both of them from their spell. Eyeing the snow as the stinging changed back to burning. He saw Sabine shake her head not even looking at him despite being crouched over his seated form. There was a tinge of rose to her olive cheeks. Lips quivering, holding back a laugh. He beat her to it. Laughing out loud.


It was worth the risk or frost bite.


“Di’kut!” She repeated, pushing him fully down into the snow as she rose back to standing.


He assumes she’s calling him some type of rude name. One he probably deserves considering he just burned himself with frozen water, but revenge was surely sweet. Ezra made a quick gesture with his palm, before Sabine could put together what he was doing, and abruptly brought his hand down with a sweeping motion. Swore he heard her yelp as a whole heap of snow came down from its resting place among the conifer branches. Both of them were engulfed in the mini avalanche. Ezra having overestimated the force needed to move a bit of snow. Sabine, despite being in heavy plate, was able to dig herself out twice as fast as himself. He must have missed her. Ezra considering force pushing it all way for moment before she seemingly read his mind.


“Don’t. We’re surrounded by mountains, genius. You want to risk setting off a real avalanche?”


She motioned to the mass of snow and rock all around them, they were in a valley after all, before resorting to pulling his arms.


“Geeze Ezra, you’re heavier than my armor.” Sabine grunted, attempting to pull the fool to freedom.


“I’m a growing boy.”


 It was to no avail and they resorted to digging in frustration. Ezra hoped they could free him soon. It was starting to become really unbearably cold in places he’d rather not have to share with a med-doctor back at the stronghold.


“Haar’chak. Tristan where are you?! The di’kut Jetii is stuck!”


“Set off an avalanche, Sabine.” Tristan returned.


“And just what took you so long?”


“I was just enjoying the show.”


Tristan laughed as his elder sibling went into a quick succession of mandalorian words too fast for Ezra to keep track. There was one though that he thought sounded familiar even in their language.


Jay-tee.


Jedi.


That was the mandalorian word for Jedi. It was what he was, but what would Sabine or Tristan call their own people? Maybe if he learned more words he could ask someone who knows why mandalorians distrust Jedi. No, Jetii.


They set to digging him out. The siblings making quick work of the snow enveloping most of Ezra. As the Jedi got to his feet Tristan helped swat the remaining snow from his parka, with a little more for force than needed.


“Time to keep moving. We need a stag for tomorrows dinner.”


“I’m freezing, Sabine.”


“Then start walking.”


Walking had indeed warmed him up quite a bit. He kept his eyes peeled for a deer of some kind. Sabine had long since silenced their chatter. The noise likely to alert any game of their presence. They’d covered some distance from where he had been buried. The trees growing thicker and snow not nearly as deep or hard packed, allowing for more shrubbery to poke through to the surface. Sabine halted their pace. Squatting in the snow to examine some impressions.


“We’re on the right track.” She announced. Standing and taking a few steps in the direction of said prints.


“Looks like one has been feeding in this area.” Tristan pointed out the ruffled shrubbery and naked conifer branches.


Ezra allowed himself to fall back from the two. He’d leave the hunting and tracking part up to them. Preferring not to be the one in position to harm the animal himself, even if it was for dinner. He sighed, leaning on the closest tree. Branches above him broken, hanging limply. Ezra cocked his head at the sight. There was a faint sound. Like crunching. The Jedi glanced over at the mando siblings. Neither seemed to have noticed. Both some paces from him. Likely too far and too engrossed in their own conversation to hear the light sound.


Suspecting something akin to a loth-bird Ezra took a peak around the large tree. At first he saw nothing, eyes scanning over the brown and green spots among a backdrop of white. Then it moved. Shaking its head to displace a clump of snow from its antlers. He did his best not to alert the creature, but an involuntary gasp had its ears swiveling in his direction. It was big. Broad horse face on a thick neck and muscular shoulders. Back sloping down to powerful hind legs.


Perfectly adapted to the weather unlike said Jedi. Thick pale white coat and brown to black points. It snorted, shaking its head in Ezra’s direction. Not a cloud of hot breath escaping its nostrils. The antlers were huge, with a width between them Ezra was sure he could lay down in. Wide and flat with long thick points protruding from the front and sides. Waving them up and down he knew it was only a matter of time until the thing charged.


Ezra considered his options. Backing away slowly seemed like a good option, but with the aggressive display it was giving he doubted it would just go back to minding its own business. Climbing the tree was another thought. With the force he could make quick work up its branches, but would that leave Sabine and Tristan open to attack? Ezra shook his head. He had to warn them. Though calling out was likely to agitate it. There was also the option to use the force to pacify it, but considering its show of teeth and drool trailing from its maw, he doubted it was in the mood to make friends.


He made his choice.


“Guys, look out!”


It charged. Elk-ish roar echoing out followed by the pounding of its hooved hands across the snow. Relying on the force Ezra pushed himself from the tree in time for a mass of antlers to strike where he had been. A patch gouged into the tree sending bits of wood and bark in every direction. It snarled, adjusting its gait with little effort to continue in his direction. Ezra scrambled to his feet. Doing his best not to slip in the soft snow. His spears falling from their pouch as he got his footing.


“Ezra!” Sabine called. “You’re running the wrong way!”


“Don’t drop your spears!” Tristan followed up.


Forget that. This thing was charging him and its legs were definitely longer than his. He used the force to propel himself forward again when he thought he could feel the things cold breath on his hair. A risky move as it had him sliding in the snow again. Ezra cursed as the distance he had gained was wasted when he struggled to regain his footing. Jumping around on a solid ground was easy enough but he realized too late how different a snow laden field was to move on.


The beast shrieked as Ezra slid fully to the ground. He could feel the ground shake under its weight. Rolling away as best he could onto his back Ezra watched the creature stumble. Snow being flung in every direction under angry hooves, the animal sliding over the surface. Its rear legs were down, struggling to find purchase with a well-placed spear protruding from the animal’s hip.


Ragged breathing Ezra spotted Sabine in the small clearing. Spear pulled from her sheath she was rearing back for another throw. Loosing the spear, Ezra flinched. He could hear the sound of the spear head striking flesh. The animal’s gurgling cries filling his ears. It shouldn’t have pained him so much to hear it, he thought. Him, a Jedi that cut down many a Stormtrooper with his own blade. Surely he knew what hunting entailed, but watching it thrash about and blood gushing from its neck had him turning his head.


Sabine came around the beast as its flailing slowed and its head lay down. Fight leaving it to heave for breath. She reached over its back, clear of sharp hooves, and dove her knife into its jugular putting the creature out of its misery. Everything had all been fairly quick. Sabine’s aim had been true and she undoubtedly saved his life. She cast her dark visored gaze over him. Standing with one foot on the animals back he could see the bit of bright blood drip down from her knife. She seemed to be considering his reaction and he looked away unable to meet her helmeted face.


“You alright?”


Tristan’s heavy hand falling on his shoulder snapped him out of his haze making him jump.


“Yeah…yeah, I’m fine.”


He could feel the hot sweat that made its way down his face.


“What the hell was that thing?!”


The younger man helped him to his feet. Steadying him when he almost slid again.


“A stag.”


“What? That looks nothing like a deer!” He breathed.


A glance at the thing and he could see Sabine was still in the same place, knife still in hand. Giving him the same helmeted stare. He fought the urge to look away again, but just when they seemed to meet eyes past her visor she broke the gaze. Wiping the knife on her pant leg before sheathing it. Ezra frowned. Was she disappointed in his reaction?


“Was this your first hunt?” Tristan broke his train of thought again.


“Uh, yeah.”


He nodded at Ezra, patting his back.


“Sorry. We shoulda had you on something a little less dangerous for your first time…” He trailed off.


“No. I’m fine.” He rubbed the bit of sweat from his brow. “It was just so sudden…”


Ezra realized he’d never seen Sabine kill before. Recalling Kanan chastise her more than once, Sabine those blasters better be set to low, and hearing her huff in response. He hadn’t really thought much about the meaning of Kanan’s words. Krownest is a wild planet. Cold with little plant life. Hunting was how the mandalorians here lived and ate. Ezra sighed, feeling a little stupid. He eyed Sabine again. Her hand resting over the right side of her helmet. Likely she was on the coms informing those at camp to bring the mounts around.


He came up behind Sabine once her hand had fallen from her comlink. Giving her a light shove. She whirled around in response. Not missing a step in the snow. Her hand briefly touching her blasters didn’t go unnoticed but he chose to ignore the fact he had caught her off guard. A questionable stare likely behind her visor as her hands came to rest on her belt to cover the fact she’d been startled.


“That is what you call a stag? It looks nothing like a deer.”


She shrugged. “I never said it did.”


“It better be delicious.”


 “It is.” Sabine shoved him back. “My buir is actually a great cook.”


Dinner with her mother? Shit.
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Fenn Rau sighed as he stood with the others. Landing gear of the Mand’alor’s krom’rk coming to rest in the hanger. He was on Krownest again. Well within the territory of House Vizsla. Which, a few years ago would have been a death sentence for any protector. Now he was here as a guest of the new Mand’alor. Change was slow and difficult among his people, proud and stubborn as they are. No doubt even more so for those of House Vizsla. Among the most ancient of lines and changing least over the centuries.


From the research he had gathered, the Wren Stronghold was constructed sometime during the waning years of Tarre Vizsla’s rule. It was important that Bo-katan as the new Mand’alor maintained a decent enough relationship with not only House Vizsla itself but Clan Wren. Krownest may have seemed like a strange place for a clan to make its home. There being more suitable worlds for a House Vizsla border planet. With its frozen surface where nearly nothing grows, and a night left to the elements being nearly as dangerous as the few species that call this place home. At least on the surface it would appear to be more trouble than it was worth, but Rau has accompanied Bo-katan in the few conferences with House Vizsla that they can get out of the stubborn House Leader. Though much to his suspicion, Bo-katan seems to know more about Clan Wren then he would have suspected of a warrior from a rival house.


She had shared with him that Krownest was highly valued by House Vizsla due to the sheer amount of ore and minerals found in the mountains all over the planet. Though she hadn’t said it aloud, that bit of information told him much about the function of the Clan within its House. As he had seen from Sabine and the Herr’alor, Ursa, much of the clan specialized in explosives, electronics and by extension sabotage. With the literal gold mine of ore and minerals pulled from the mountains it was also likely Clan Wren was responsible for manufacturing munitions and ships for its House. The planets harsh environment making it near impossible for all but the most skilled or foolish of warriors to lay siege to it.


Rau frowned as he stepped off the gangplank. Clan Wren was likely the source of the weapons, and ships used by Death Watch in their reign of terror. If he had only known then. The protectors could have assaulted the stronghold effectively crippling Death Watch’s supply. Not a lot he could do about it now save for cast a glare at the Wrens he passed. As Mand’alor Bo-katan needs the resources here to begin repairing the damage done during Imperial rule. A task made all the more difficult with the shadow of the new Republic breathing down her neck at every waking moment. Vehemently insisting Manda'yaim join them. Vague threats is what he called it. The senate making reference to their current lack of structure and collapsing economy. It was only a matter of time before they decided it was in the best interest of all Mando’ade that Manda'yaim be brought under Republic control one way or another.


Perhaps however earning the favor of Clan Wren wouldn’t be as difficult as he thought. Amongst the welcome party of Wrens was the Herr’alor Alrich Wren. He gave a smooth half bow to Bo-katan before engaging in a forearm shake.


<Welcome back to Krownest, Mand’alor Bo-katan.> He greeted.


<Always a pleasure to be here, Herr’alor.>


The greeting was formal between them, but the smile and twinkle in the eye of the Herr’alor seemed to hint there was more information that went unspoken between them. He considered it was likely she had visited the planet during her time as part of Death Watch.


<Al’verde Cabur.>


It took Rau a moment to realize Alrich was addressing him, and as Protector Commander no less. He’d be one of the first among House Vizsla to address him as second to Bo-katan.


<It is an honor.>


Rau took the man’s extended arm. Greeting him with practiced formality. Alrich Wren was an odd sight amongst the backdrop of armored warriors. Adorned in formal wear rather than beskar’gam he wasn’t at all what one would think of when considering the partner of an Alor. Alrich was of course a diplomat by trade. Being armed to the teeth at all times would likely be a hindrance in negotiations. Though Rau couldn’t help but wonder how an eccentric diplomat and artist with a bright almost too friendly personality managed to become the partner of the cold and stoic Ursa. Diplomacy wasn’t usually something taught by clans so it was likely Alrich originated from outside Krownest which made the prospect of their partnership all the stranger.


<If everyone would come this way, we can make our way into the stronghold.>


Alrich led the way through hanger. The man may just be a blessing in disguise. Relations between the protectors and House Vizsla were not so good at the moment due to years of conflict but if Rau could successfully recruit members from its supporting clans it would do well to change sentiments. Though Alrich himself didn’t have the authority to give permission for recruitment, only having the title of Herr’alor due to his partnership, he was likely to be the only one that could budge Ursa’s opinion on the matter.


Rau trailed behind Bo-katan as the party moved through the hanger. She and Alrich engaged in formal small talk. He saw to it that the band of Kryze warriors and pair of shiny protectors accompanying them remain with the krom’rk. Last thing any of them wanted was an incident between clans. Given how well Alrich and Bo-katan were chatting they needn’t worry for their new Mand’alor’s safety. The both of them were under guest rights now and a clan as old as Wren was not about to break an ancient law, he was sure.


The hanger they crossed was mostly empty. Likely cause was the nearing festival he had hear of. Due to negotiations with other clans neither he nor Bo-katan would be able to attend despite how much it would do to earn the favor of their warriors. So instead they had opted for a dinner with the Herr’alor and her immediate family as to allow the Mand’alor to show her support of the clan. Bringing exotic resources with them he supposed didn’t hurt either. This hanger was sparsely occupied with krom’rk and fang fighters. Many of them finished and awaiting a proper paint job. Others already painted with the colors of Clan Kryze. Four of the kom’rk Bo-katan requested already completed. Impressive work for sure. Rau stopped in his tracks. Falling away from the group as a flash or burnt orange caught his eyes. Cocking his head at the kom’rk before him. A slightly larger model than the standard. He had no idea what clan the striking array of orange, blue and slate could belong to. A nice piece of work. Custom. He could tell by the forward guns that had been changed to a larger type, and the added dorsal turret. Rau squinted at the brighter orange line art of an animal painted along the nose of the kom’rk to the cockpit.


It took him a moment to realize where he had seen similar work before. Bridger. A loth cat he believed it was called. Now the color made perfect sense and he suspected this was the work of Sabine. Most of the things the Jetii owned seemed to be painted by her. Rau smiled and shook his head, quickening his pace to catch up to his escort. So the Jetii was here among the warriors. He hoped the young man was doing well in such unfamiliar territory. Recalling the snarl that had appeared on Sabine’s face when the Jedi had referred to her helmet as a bucket. There was much he would have to learn if he had any hope of barking up that tree.


Once they had come down a long grey hall Alrich stopped before a large double door.


<Here is the dining hall.>


Alrich had started to reach for the door’s control when Bo-katan spoke.


<I had hoped to speak with Ursa before the dinner if that would be possible.>


<Of course.> Alrich nodded.


It didn’t go unnoticed to Rau at Bo-katan’s lack of honorific when referring to Ursa now that it was just the three of them. She turned to face him.


<Go ahead to the dining hall. I’ll join everyone there later.>


The two of them started back down the hall to an intersection they passed before. Bo-katan not giving Rau enough time to respond before she was gone. Being the leader of the protectors it was a bit odd for her to have a meeting without him, but perhaps she had her reasons. Composing himself, Rau entered the dining hall. It was a large room with a prominent rectangular table taking up the center space. Frosted windows making up the far wall and a lit fireplace on the opposite end behind were the clans leader would sit.


The headdress of a large spotted blue furred bear like animal hanging just above. A grouping of Wren helmets adorning a shelf to its left. One of the helmets being distinctly shaped for a non-human head. Above resting a long worn glaive polearm, clearly far bigger than any human could wield. To the right of the fireplace was a real surprise to Rau. Set on a small stand and similar shelf was a pair of matching lightsabers. He frowned at the thought of the weapons. Their light gold and silver embroidered hilt almost assuredly belonging to a Jetii. Making this matching set the trophy of a Jetii killer. Something that was worth commendation among warriors. Jedi being the eternal nemesis of mando’ade. The killing of such a high profile foe earning anyone the title of Jetii kyramud. On display here he could only hope they were not recent trophies. For the young Jetii, Ezra Bridger’s, sake.


Speaking of Bridger. A door on the right wall revealed said Jetii pushing in a cart of dishes along with Sabine and Tristan Wren. They must have been charged with setting the table. Careful not to draw too much attention Rau moved to block the view of the lightsabers. Hoping they might remain unnoticed by the Jetii.


“Oh hey Rau. You’re here too?” Bridger greeted, moving to help the siblings set the table.


“I am. As a guest of the Mand’alor.”


The Jetii made a slight face. Eyebrows pinching in thought.


“Mahn-dah-lor, Ezra.” Sabine pronounced for him. “The title not the planet. He’s talking about Bo-katan.”


Bridger frowned as he set a covered dish on the table.


“That’s complicated. Why does your leader have the same name as the planet?”


That earned an exasperated eye roll from Sabine.


“Because the planet is actually called Manda'yaim.” Bridger started to interrupt with a question only for Sabine to silence him with a look. “Mandalore is just the rest of the galaxy misnaming it.”


“Oh.” Her response seeming to answer his question while confusing him even more on their culture.


“So, Bridger.” Rau began. Feeling the subject needed changing. “What brings you to Krownest?”


The young man perks up at Rau’s inquiry.


“My gauntlet was here for some repairs. So I was originally here to get it, but it wasn’t done yet since someone decided to go all out on it.”


“I got rid of that hideous color!” She called from the far end of the table.


“You were only supposed to fix the stabilizers.”


“Well if you don’t like it I can change it back.” Sabine turned her head away. Flicking her hair with mock annoyance.


“You’re impossible.”


Rau smiled at the exchange. Catching the eye roll Tristan gave both of them as he moved to set cups and flagons across the table.


“I believe I saw the kom’rk in the hanger. The orange one.”


“That’s the one.”


“A well mortified piece of work.” He praised.


“It took some time working on it alone but I managed to outfit it to much better accommodate a small crew and house more cargo.” Sabine beamed. “No to mention the updated guns added.”


 “Careful there.” Tristan swatted at the arm of his sister. “If your head gets any bigger your helmet won’t fit anymore.” Earning him a swat in return.


With the table set a new guest arrived through the same set of doors he had come through.


“Hey Hera.” Ezra and Sabine greeted.


 “General Syndulla.” Rau opting for a more formal address, bowing his head. “It is an honor to see you again.”


 “Just Hera is fine.” The green twi’lek offered him a bright smile. Waving off his formality. “We’re a long way from a war room.” She laughed.


Rau returned the smile, noticing the smaller form just behind her legs.


“Say hello, Jacen.”


The child in question peeked out from behind Hera’s leg. Giving the protector a suspicious stare.


“Hello, young man.” Rau kneeling to ease the child’s nerves. “I am Fenn Rau. Once I had the privilege of fighting alongside your mother.” He offered the boy his hand. Jacen shaking it with both his, giving Rau a toothy grin at the mention of fighting alongside Hera.


Standing he returned his attention back to Hera, paying no mind to the obviousness that was the child’s hybrid genetics.


“I see you got wrapped into this dinner as well.”


“Sabine invited us.” Taking her son in hand she made to herd him into one of the far seats. “It’s an excellent opportunity to talk business with the Countess and Lady Regent while enjoying some fine mandalorian cuisine.”


“Have business with them do you?”


Hera raised a brow at his off handed prying. Offering another kind smile as she settled Jacen into his seat.


“Just the usual dispute. I promised Senator Organa I would at least mention a few things.”


Rau too took a seat at the far end of the table as Hera sat to the side of her son. Personally he wanted to be as far from the ire of the Herr'alor as possible when the subject of the Republic was brought up. Once the table had been set with an array of foods, all of which smelled fresh and delicious, the others in the room took their seats. Sabine taking a chair on the same side as Rau. One seat away from the head of the table where her mother would be. Her brother doing the same just opposite of her. Seating himself next to Hera.


“Um.” Ezra fidgeted. “Where should I sit?”


“Over there between Rau and your cyare.” Tristan informed.


Rau’s head shot up from where he had been looking over the table to Tristan. The young man grinning as Sabine hissed through her teeth much to the confusion of the non-mando’a speakers in attendance. Ezra took his place in the empty seat between himself and Sabine with a puzzled look. The woman in question looking about ready to scale the table and strike her brother. The protector shifted in his chair. Hoping he wouldn’t have to break up a fight before the dinner was even started. Luckily fate seemed inclined in his favor today. 


The double doors sliding open to reveal both Herr’alor and Mand’alor. Sabine quickly standing and composing herself. Hands clasped behind her back and perfect smile spread over her face as her buir moved passed. Ursa giving her daughter a glare as if she possessed clairvoyance. All of them stood from their chairs and sat once Bo-katan had. Ursa as owner of the stronghold at the head of the table. Bo-katan second next to Sabine and Alrich opposite her next to his son.


Everyone was silent at first. No one sure if they should be the first ones to start talking or eating. Sabine seemed to be looking at anything in the room except at her buir who had all her attention directed at her daughter. Ezra looked to be doing his best hide behind Sabine, hands in his lap and slouched in his seat as if to make himself smaller. Rau didn’t blame the young man for his apprehension. Being a Jetii among mando’ade was one thing, but his odd and close relationship with the daughter of the Herr'alor wasn’t doing much to dispel the awkwardness of the situation.


 Though Rau hoped Bridger would realize sooner than later that his craven only worsened her view of him thus far. Warriors respected strength and her favor was not something he could earn by avoiding her stare no matter how frightening she seemed, and probably was. Rau had his suspicions about the pair. Everyone in this room likely having one thought or another about them. Such assumptions being the probable source of Ursa’s ire.


“Ah-hem.” Alrich broke the silence by clearing his throat. He held up his cup. “Everyone is more than welcome to dig in. I’d hate for this meal to go to waste.” He chuckled genuinely, successfully dispelling the tension. “Sabine, I hear you hunted this evening’s meal.”


“I did.” She grinned along with her brother. “Just the other day with Tristan and Ezra.”


Fork in hand Sabine went into the tale of their hunt, using said utensil as a stand in for her spear.


“So the stag came running.” She began animatedly. “Heading straight for Ezra. Ready to trample all over him, and I threw my spear.” Lunging with her fork she emphasized her spear throw. Spilling the contents of her cup over the table. Ezra jumping back as the fork nearly impaling him in the process. “Saving the poor Jetii!”


The young man frowned as Sabine leaned fully in his space, nudging him with her shoulder.


“He screamed like an ik’aad too.” Tristan added to the story earning a laugh from the siblings.


“I want to go hunting too!” Jacen exclaimed, sharing a laugh at Ezra’s expense.


“Maybe when you’re older.” Hera told her son, doing her best not to add anymore to Ezra’s embarrassment.


“You guys are terrible.” Ezra pouted.


Doing his best to push back against Sabine’s invasion of his space they were now shoulder to shoulder. This did not go unnoticed by the Herr’alor. Frown deepening on her face. Knife warping under the pressure of her left hand. Rau hadn’t realized she had that kind of strength. Ezra catching sight of Ursa's gaze nearly jumping from his seat. Sabine, none the wiser, using the distraction to steal from his plate. From afar he could see Bo-katan roll her eyes. Alrich doing his best to change the subject.


This was going to be a long day.


“General Syndulla.” The most diplomatic among them began. “I trust you and your son are doing well.”


“We are indeed. I thank you for allowing us to attend this dinner.”


Subject successfully changed Rau took a moment to cast his sight over the table. Young Jacen quietly enjoying the stag meat. Getting more of it on his face than in his mouth. Hera engaging conversation with Alrich. Tristan and Sabine giving each other silent threats from across the table. Ursa’s expression returning to neutral. The formal chatter of little interest to her. Rau raised a curious brow however, as her head snapped in Bo-katan’s direction to her right. Wearing a face similar to the one Sabine had when she was about ready to bite Tristan’s head off. What was that about? He hadn’t heard Bo-katan say anything. She hadn’t really even looked up from her plate, and as Ursa turned her snarl towards the Mand’alor she merely sipped from her cup.


“And how are you and the protectors faring as of late, Al’verde Cabur Rau?”


Realizing the conversation had turned to him Rau cleared his throat and took a drink from his cup. The action giving him a little more time to consider his words.


“All is running smoothly. Though our numbers are lower than I’d like. I plan on recruiting warriors from more clans soon.” Rau made sure to lock eyes with Ursa as he added that last bit. The narrowing of her eyes telling him she caught his meaning. 


“Excellent.” Alrich nodded. “I can see how recruiting from more clans would go a long way towards unification.”


Good that Alrich understood him as well. With luck he would talk Ursa into allowing it amongst her kin.


Much of the rest of the dinner was uneventful. Casual conversation about the mundane. Hera did mention that Senator Organa wished to speak with Bo-katan about the possibility of trade with Manda'yaim. While the prospect was an interesting one, Bo-katan did her best to skirt around the question without giving too much away. Truth was Manda'yaim had little to offer in the way of trade. A barren planet with few natural resources other than ore. Which was one of the reasons the former Duchess Satine struggled to maintain the economy and feed the populace, and with the Empire’s strip-mining of much the planet’s surface there was even less natural resources than before.


Hera hadn’t pushed the topic. Years spent living with Sabine likely gave her inside knowledge at the stubbornness of mando’ade. The subject of art had come up at one point. Both Alrich and his daughter joining the chatter. Alrich sharing about the historical carvings in Sundari and all but pouting in recollection of how he wasn’t allowed to view them during his time as a political hostage. Tristan sharing his displeasure at his sibling’s paintings all over his room earning a laugh from Sabine.


At the end of the evening Rau felt things had gone well enough, and he hadn’t lost his head. Now back in the kom’rk headed for Manda'yaim he sat across Bo-katan in the ships common area.


<You intend to recruit protectors from Clan Wren?> Bo-katan asked.


<If I can manage to convince the leader of any clan within House Vizsla I think it would go a long way to breaking tension between Houses.>


She nodded. Acknowledging his words.


<It will be difficult to convince Ursa.>


<You know her well?>


Bo-katan turned to face him fully. Giving him a long neutral stare.


<I’ve known her since before I was Pre Vizsla’s second.> The faintest hint of a smile tugging at her lips. <We got into a lot of troublesome situations when we were younger. The five of us. I was even there when Sabine was born. Though she looks nothing like her father.>


Rau raised a curious brow at that. Sure he would say the she looks more like the mirror image of a younger Ursa but the couple shared comparable features. Dark eyes, hair, and tan complexion. Most of Clan Wren did after all, but she took after him in terms of artistic ability didn’t she? Though he couldn’t say such a skill was inheritable for sure.


<What do you mean?>


He watched Bo-katan’s eyes go wide for a second before regaining her composure. It would seem she had said something she shouldn’t have.


<I just meant that she takes after her mother. Very much like Ursa was when she was younger.> She was quick to correct.


Rau didn’t push the subject anymore as he watched the retreating form of the Mand’alor as she returned to her quarters. Curious about her slip. If there was something behind it or she truly just misspoke.
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Every hall looked the same to Ezra. Grey, plain and confusing to navigate. Late as it is he was supposed to be sleeping but grew bored of counting goat-sheep. So he wandered out of the guest wing through the maze that was the Wren stronghold. A lot bigger than he thought it would be. Seemed you could house an army in here and yet he had seen so few Wrens patrolling. He carelessly tapped door controls as he passed. Exploring since he couldn’t find Sabine and wasn’t allowed in the Countess’ family wing to search.


Most of the rooms he passed were dark and empty. Either left to collect dust or filled with an assortment of storage. Why did they need a place so huge if they weren’t even going to use all the space? He flicked the lights in one of the empty areas. No power. So not all of the stronghold was powered at all times either. Weird.


He turned a corner passing another warrior on patrol. They didn’t pay much attention to him, offering a wide berth. Ezra figured it meant his exploration was to be tolerated. Walking aimlessly a large pair of double doors caught his eye. Twin of statues adorning either side. Tall bare stone warriors facing the hall at attention, pikes in hand crossed over the doors. Ezra advanced on them. He wondered if the room beyond was of some significance. If it would be ok for him to enter.


Ezra twiddled his fingers looking around. A plaque was fixed above the doors, gold and silver embellishments around it curving down along the entrance. All very fancy. He squinted at the writing on the plaque. Raised letters unreadable to him of course. Written the strange narrow lines that was man-doh-ah. To the right was a small button panel. He considered it, opting that if the doors were unlocked than that meant he was free to enter. Right?


They swooshed open. It was a large two story room he stepped into. Furnished and well decorated. Ezra’s mouth gapped. The blue and yellow light of holobooks emanating from rows of shelves. His eyes lit up as he started down the shelves. Almost running in delight but mindful of the layout. He slid out the first holobook he could get his hands on. Activating it, then groaning when he remembered he couldn’t read any of the words. Sighing he returned the item to its place.


Moving down the rows Ezra found an interesting glow coming from the far end. Further inspection revealed the light to from collection of holo-art. Some of it even actual paintings. Again Ezra found himself gawking. They appeared to be scenes of battle. Distinct mando armor painted in an assortment of styles and colors. Men and women rushing over burning fields, active battle zones, dark skies, and familiar snowy outcrops. He smiled, of course mandos would paint images of battles. Though not all were so active portrayals. Just as many a painting of groupings of warriors wearing different colors. Some of them in armor not in the style he had ever seen. Just as many abstract backgrounds as realism. Not a single one out of armor, not even without a helmet. He wondered how they recognized each person. Even the ones seemingly in near identical plate.


He scanned around. The wasn’t any descriptions or names on any of them. Though he wouldn’t be able to read them he thought it strange for there to be none at all. Down the line there was more than just paintings and holos of paintings. Some were holos of sculptures. The lot of them depicting similar scenes however, one in the back stood out from the rest. Ezra stopped to stare up at the giant holo. Neck straining as he took it all in.


A piece that looked old. Simple carvings painted grey over black stone. This scene was of a large mandalorian figure in the center. A sword held in his right hand and left fixed in a fist. A large circle with a crack through it behind the figure to the side of his clenched fist, smaller circle orbiting the larger. What he recognized to be little gauntlet ships by the circles. Ezra was no Sabine when it came to art but he thinks he’s picked up a thing or two. So he concludes the circles likely represented a planet and its moon. Why it had a crack down the middle of it however was beyond him. Smaller mandalorians marched beneath the figure. Their weapons drawn in the midst of a battle. Across from them in the line of fire were what he assumed was the enemy.


Ezra inched closer. The little figures were not in mandalorian armor. Some of them in masks he thought were familiar but most unarmored. They looked to be carrying swords. All of them. He rubbed the bit of hair on his chin. An army of men with swords, only swords, fighting an army of mandos with blasters. Ezra examined the largest figure again. He didn’t have a blaster. The only mandalorian with a sword. A  long straight edge with a sharp point. His blade left the black color of the stone while the enemy’s swords had been painted pale. Ezra looked closer. The only other difference was the sword points were rounded instead of pointed.


Gasping Ezra moved back from the holo to take it all in at once. They were Jedi. This was a battle of Jedi against mandalorians. Ezra nearly choked on his own breathe, backing into the pedestal of another holo. It toppled but acting quickly he was able to steady it. He didn’t really understand the carving. The holo of it was so giant it had to be of some important battle. When? Where? Why? So many questions and nothing to answer them.


Were the mandalorians attacking, or were the Jedi?


He sighed. There would be no answers from the silent holo. Its secrets over his head. Mandalorians and Jedi fought. That was nothing new. Kanan had told him there had been much conflict between them. Their ways of life conflicting greatly. A scoff from Sabine and her shear disregard for all things Jedi coming to mind.


“The difference between us, Ezra.” He remembered. “Is that you want to talk and I want to shoot.” She had twirled her blaster in hand. The show off.


Vivid memory of Kanan sighing. “Can’t we go anywhere without you shaking someone down?”


Ezra smiled to himself. Yes, they were very different.


Despite their differences they had learned to coexist. Friends. Comrades. Family. As long as Sabine knew him for who he truly was, that was enough. Beyond the Jedi and the orphan boy. Street-rat and thief. If he could make some sense of her culture all the better.


Up the stairs on the second story was much the same. However to Ezra’s astonishment, set upon a single shelf to the very back where books. Actual paper books. The shelf was locked behind a glass shield out of reach, but that didn’t stop him from smooshing his face into the surface for a better look. It wasn’t a full shelf, but a far larger collection than Ezra had ever seen. Not that he had ever seen a paper book before. Next to the shelf was another case. This a box on legs. Inside behind the glass where three books laid on a velvet cushion. Brown leather like cover, they were well worn. One of them being torn badly at its edges. Spots of some red stain across it.


The book in the middle was the largest. Thick with uneven pages poking from its sides. A symbol the exact likeness he had seen on the helmets of all members of Clan Wren pressed into its hard leather cover. Ezra put his hands on the glass, staring at the book intently as if to will it to reveal its secrets.


“I see you’ve found some of the oldest parts of clan Wren.”


Ezra screeched. He shot back away from the voice. His body instinctively going into high alert. Fists raised in defense. 


“For a Jedi you sure do react like a mandalorian.” He chuckled. “I wouldn’t think a fighting stance would be the first reaction of a harbinger of peace.”


 “I’m so sorry!” Ezra sputtered. His fists dropping immediately to his sides. “It’s just…. well, you scared me.”


The elder man chuckled again. He was seated at a small cluttered table to the far side. Leaning back, relaxed in his chair. Arms crossed with one hand tucked under his chin. He was attired as usual. Sleek grey tunic lined with yellow and blue. Collar undone by a few buttons so maybe he hadn’t been expecting company. There was a necklace hanging from his is open collar Ezra hadn’t seen before. Thin leather string coiled around the curved fang of some animal. A carnivore for sure. Ezra let out an embarrassed breath at his sight. Couldn’t believe he hadn’t noticed the man. Sabine’s father smiled even wider at him.


“Forgive me. I didn’t mean to startle you.”


“Um” Ezra rubbed his knuckles nervously. “I’m sorry for intruding. I should’ve asked before entering.”


Alrich waved him off. Moving to stand.


“Nonsense. If I wanted to keep people out I would’ve locked the door.” Ezra shared a faint chuckle at that, rubbing his neck. “Besides this is the public archive. Not that it gets much use.” He gestured to the rooms emptiness.


The Count came closer. His pleasantry putting Ezra at ease. A mandalorian not in armor, which was a bit odd. He wanted to ask, but would that be rude? Sabine was always finicky about her armor. The lifeless equipment getting more care than she gave herself.


“I was born in this armor, and I’ll die in it.” She had chastised Kallus when he had commented on the practicality of wearing such heavy equipment to breakfast.


“Do you shower in it also?” Kallus had followed up. Unafraid of Sabine’s scowl. Ignorant of how far she would take a grudge. He had learned to never question her choice of attire again. The ex-imperial finding his usual blonde locks and sideburns pink after a shower.


“I haven’t seen you since that awkwardness that was dinner. I hope you enjoyed the food.”


“I did.” He nodded. Going from one pleasant memory to the horror that was dinner. Doing his best not to cringe.


Ezra avoided eye contact as Alrich seemed to read his face. Choosing instead to focus on the case. Alrich followed his eyes, thankfully changing the subject.


“That one in the middle.” He tapped on the glass. “It is as old as this fortress. A catalog of every chief and chieftess to ever lead clan Wren.”


Ezra’s eyes widened at the information. The book was rather thick. There must have been a lot of leaders. He had never really thought about how old the clan itself was.


“Each leader all the way down to Ursa has set their name and dominant hand print into its pages.”


“Whoa. How do you keep it from falling apart?”


“With lots of care.” The Count spoke, clearly amused the question was about the books condition rather than its contents.


“What are the other two?”


Alrich tapped the glass over the one to the furthest left.


“This one is the memoir of Chief Wyren. First Chief and from which the clan takes its name.”


Double whoa.


“This other one belonged to the Chief of a now extinct clan.”


“What happened to them?”


This was great. Ezra wanted to know all he could.


“They were destroyed by clan Wren.” Alrich began. His soft tone becoming serious. “Their homes were torn to the ground and kin scattered. Name scorned and erased from history so that all to remain is this single tattered journal.”


Ezra looked to the one Alrich’s hand hovered over one the glass. The book with the rough edges and sprinkling of a faint red stain.


“Why…?” Was all he could breathe.


 “For committing one of the gravest sins.” He paused no doubt for dramatic effect. “Betrayal.”


Dramatic effect delivered. Ezra gasped. Alrich could sure tell a story. He’d let the man read him a dictionary.


“That’s crazy.” More than just crazy. Frightening.


“Indeed.”


 Alrich’s gaze softened. He motioned to a nearby table for the two to sit. Ezra joined him there, seated across from the Count. Holobooks and a data pad littering its surface. Ezra had so much he wanted to ask but didn’t know where to start. The giant holo down stairs?


“What about the holo of that giant sculpture on the lower level?


His face fell at that. Frown like something foul wafted into the room crossed his features for a moment. Though he was quick to replace it with something softer.


“A sculpture of the Dral’han. The piece is a beautiful work of art in Sundari. Ancient and much bigger in person. You have an interest in mandalorian culture?”


“Yes.” Ezra nodded, perhaps a bit to energetically. “I thought it might help me get along with everyone a lot more if I understood more about the culture.”


A brow raised on Alrich’s face. He leaned back in his chair, setting a stray holobook on another. The Count had both answered and avoided his question. Suspicious since he was usually so much more forthcoming.


“Knowledge is power as they say. Though I suspect many a warrior might disagree.” He clasped his hands over his lap. Ezra got the feeling he was studying him. “My weapon of choice, of sorts.” The man smiled. Seeming to laugh at his own in-joke.


“So you don’t fight?” Damn, Ezra thought. He had let Alrich change the subject.


“I prefer to do my fighting with words. Much to the annoyance of the Saxon brothers I believe.”


He was held hostage on Mandalore. Ezra could never forget their daring rescue, and his rather embarrassing first impression.


“On Sundari for such a time and refused all things paint related. Such deplorable conditions.”


Alrich shook his head and Ezra blinked debating the seriousness of his exaggerated tone.


“But tell me about you.” He continued. “You and Sabine get along well. Close friends are you?”


This was not the direction he wanted this conversation to go. Not with her father of all people. He did his best to not give too much away. Not that there was anything to give away. Theywerejustfriends. Nothing more. Nothing has happened between them. Nothing will.


“It was a rocky start.” Ezra looked up sharing sheepish smile. His face suddenly warm.


“A lot like her mother.” He snorted. “Shoot first and ask questions later.”


Thank the force he didn’t press the question. The pressure in Ezra’s chest passing some. Maybe he shouldn’t have been so wound up over it. Alrich could have just been genuinely asking about their friendship. One that wasn’t strange in the slightest. After all he didn’t look to be prying in anyway. Innocence and compassion in his eyes. On the other hand… he is her father. 


Though it did brighten Ezra’s mood somewhat to know Sabine was like her mother. Like a little window behind the curtain wall that was Sabine. So much that she still kept to herself.


“The first time we met she pointed a gun at me.”


Alrich sat forward in his seat. Consideration on his mind.


“When Ursa and I had first met she punched me in the face.”


“I was stealing from them.” Ezra added. His time as the street-rat still a running gag amongst the specters. Smallest of smiles gracing his lips.


“I was stowing away in a crate.” Alrich informed. His gaze drifting to the ceiling. Face thoughtful, reminiscing.


They considered each other’s tales. Staring at each other in a moments silence. Light laugh breaking after a time. Ezra wiped the bit of water that had welled up in his eyes. The bit of insight on Sabine’s similarity to her mother making him feel a bit less afraid of the Countess. Just a little. Nervousness returning to his gut. Alrich likely taking notice of his growing anxiety.


“You needn’t worry about Ursa, she’ll come around eventually. She’s just slow to trust.”


That sounded familiar.


“Be yourself. Boldness will go a long way. Warriors respect strength after all.”


“So are you saying I shouldn’t be afraid of her?” Was his meekness the reason she disliked him?


“Oh not at all. Ursa is the most terrifying person I’ve ever met. Bravery not bravado is key. Though if you do ever manage to get on her bad side, make sure to check your ship’s breathers first. That’s her favorite place to stash explosives.”


Ezra’s head shot up. Eyes wide in horror. He tried to discern the man’s seriousness, but his features revealed nothing. He was joking, he had to be. Before he took Sabine’s masterpiece anywhere he would be sure to check it first. A ships breathers heat up with use. Any charges placed there wouldn’t even have to be remote detonated. He could be half way across the galaxy before they went off. A genius albeit cunning way to get rid of someone since there wouldn’t be much to connect back given the time and distance.


“But not to worry. I’m sure Sabine would be very upset with her if something were to happen to you.”


He said everything so genuinely too. Like he hadn’t just told Ezra how he might die. Him and his son the masters of ambiguity. Ezra fighting off the need to roll his eyes, but maybe a little cheery that Sabine would be upset if were to get blown up.


“You are more than welcome to ask me anything of course.” His smile and pleasantry returning. “At the moment however,” He looked up at what appeared to be a holo clock cast on the wall. “It is quite late into the night. You’ll likely want your rest if you hope to catch Sabine before she leaves in the morning”


Leaving? His heart nearly leaping from his chest. She hadn’t told him she was going anywhere.


“Where is she going?”


There was a gasp in his words and Ezra cringed as it came out. Not wanting to sound so despondent over the information.


“Off on and errand Ursa assigned. They’re likely discussing it now.”


Dodged a bullet there. If he hadn’t come here he likely would have ended up running into the Countess if he found Sabine. The knowledge that she hadn’t avoided telling him, rather just learning herself now, offering immediate relief. He probably should get some sleep so he could tag along. Past days incidents doing little to deter him. Ezra stood. Alrich watchful of his movements.


 “Thank you for speaking with me. I hope we can talk some more again.” Politeness to hide his is eagerness to be prepared for the morning.


“Do return. This archive is always open.”


Ezra bowed his head like Sabine had taught him before when he was finally formally introduced to the Countess and not under the aim of blasters. Alrich stood to watch him go. Offering a nod in acknowledgment. The young Jedi started to make his way to the stairs. He would be sure to come back at another day. Right now though he wanted to make sure he would be awake to meet Sabine in the morning. To join her or at least see her off.


He stopped midway along. Backtracking till he could see the Count again. The man in question standing, in the process of rearranging the holobooks on his table.


“I do have just one question.”


Alrich turned. Facing him with some of the holobooks tucked under his arm.


“Alright.”


“What does cyare mean?”


Shah-ray. He thinks that was how it was said. He’s heard it twice now. Once quietly from Sabine and mockingly from Tristan. Though the latter had seemed to have Tristan glared at by his sister.


“Oh.”


Oh? The Count had seemed to freeze up at its mention. His face blank but brows slightly raised. One of the holobooks slipping from his arm to clatter on the table. Ezra waited, now even more curious.


“Where did you hear that?”


Ezra cocked his head. Alrich seemed surprised. Taken off-guard even.


“Sabine and Tristan, but I think he was mocking her.”


“Oh.” He said it again. The suave diplomat drawing a blank for once. Another holobook slipping from his grasp. The only sound in the room a clatter as it missed the table.


“That’s probably something only Sabine can tell you.”
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Sidestep left, then right. Ducking before bouncing back two paces. Frustration building and sweat soaking through her body glove. She swung her head back as the tip of the electrostaff passed. A minuscule amount of energy jumping to her helmet. Just enough for her to feel the tingle on her skin. Heaving a breath she made to dodge again but missed her timing. Attempting a parry instead and ending up weapon locked with the old magna guard. Realizing her mistake against the droid which had both height and strength advantage she made to angle her blade and slide the electrostaff off.


The droid predicted this of course, re-angling its staff to better remain locked with her blade. Sparks jumping from the contact with blue energy. A knee come up aiming for her gut which she barely managed to avoid. It was a faint and she realized too late as the magna guard reared back and slammed its metallic head into the top of her helmet. Blade lock broken she stumble back doing her best to regain both her vision and footing. Not losing its momentum the droid spun around bringing the end of its staff hard into her gut, shocking and sending her back onto the cold training yard. She landed with an oof and a clank from her armor. Nearly spiting up in her helmet from the force and dazed from the shock.


<Ok.> She breathed. <That’s enough.>


Attempting to roll onto her side she watched as the droid spun its staff around in one and before low gripping it in both. It reared back, electrostaff held high overhead.


<Wait, wait!> She reached out, realizing the droid must not have heard her. <Hold on!>


<You shall have no mercy from me!> It returned in its garbled metallic tone.


It had heard her. The newly rebuilt magna guard didn’t have enough independence yet to understand anything other than its preprogramed command prompts it seemed. She curled into herself best she could as the droid released a series of full overhead strikes. Flinching and yelping with every heavy hit to her shoulder, ribs, and gut. Her own weapon long forgotten. Blade deactivating as it rolled away.


<End sequence! End simulation!> She snapped out doing her best to remember the exact phrasing.


The droid halted mid swing, stepping back and returning to a passive stance. Electrostaff deactivating. Pushing her helmet over her head and sweeping back slick hair she rolled fully onto her back. The cold air of the late evening offering some relief from the heat of her armor. Reaching up she pinched her nose gently checking the already crooked bridged for more damage. Feeling none and running her hand over the old scar there she raised her head to the source of slow clapping.


<Impressive.>


Of all the people she could hope didn’t see her make a fool of herself it was the first one on the list.


<Buir.>


<It’s been a while since I’ve seen a functional magna guard.>


Sabine pulled herself into a sitting position as her buir advanced into the yard. Though the woman’s face was neutral there was a hint of sarcasm to her tone. Enough to make Sabine bristle in defense. 


<Yeah well, guess Sparky could use some more work.>


She eyed the large droid as it cocked its head in return. Ursa offering her daughter a towel to dry her face as she moved to examine the droid.


<You rebuilt this one.> It was a statement more than a question. The elder woman already knowing the answer. <And you named it.>


<His name is Sparky. I repurposed him to help me train with a lightsaber.>


Sabine let the towel hang around her neck as she stood, doing her best not to flinch due sore muscles under her buir’s watchful eye. She was sure the other noticed, but thankfully remained silent.


<It doesn’t fight like a Jetii.>


<Well I may have added some mando’ad tactics to the mix.>


<That would explain the underhanded moves I saw.> Ursa circled the droid. The slightest of smirks gracing the corner of her mouth. Seeming to admire Sabine’s engineering more than her fighting ability.


She moved to pick up the discarded lightsaber, turning it over in hand.


<Why are you practicing with this droid and not the boy?>


Sabine accepted the lightsaber from her mother. Ignoring how she referred to Ezra as boy.


<I can’t always rely on Ezra being here to help me practice.>


Ursa raised a brow at her. A look that said she suspected otherwise.


<There are plenty of kad here for you to use. You could even have one made to fit your hand.> Her buir turned fully to face her. <Why do you insist on using a lightsaber?>


<Because I want to.> It nearly took all she had not to hiss at her buir. <Kanan believed in me. Don’t you?>


Ursa turned away and Sabine would never admit to how much the action pained her.


<I have never doubted your skill.> It was an honest statement. Though said with a somber tone, Sabine didn’t understand why her buir had to turn her back to her just to say it. <That doesn’t mean I don’t worry for your safety. Jetii are dangerous.>


<Ezra is not dangerous.> Sabine really didn’t understand what her buir’s deal was. Ezra had been staying her for a while and no one has been hurt. <Have you ever even met a Jetii?>


Ursa’s shoulders tensed at that before slumping. She heard her buir sigh before returning to stand before Sabine. She griped the younger woman’s shoulders firmly.


<You are stubborn like your buir> She frowned. <Reckless too.>


Sabine raised a curious brow at her buir. Was her father stubborn? Guess he would have to be. Anyone would need to be to put up with her mother. Though she’d say her mother was far more reckless than her him. Choice of weapons evident of that. Her mother using explosives and dual blasters like herself, and her father, who is not to be trusted with highly explosive material, uses a rifle. Though Sabine has rarely ever seen him in his armor or use a weapon. Special occasions was what it was reserved for.


<From what I’ve heard, the recklessness comes from you.> She retorted, patting her buir’s left arm.


That earned the slightest up curl of Ursa’s lip as she released Sabine’s shoulders.


<I didn’t come out here to judge your choice of equipment.> She begin, picking up Sabine’s helmet. Brushing her hand over the scuffed paint on the fore head. <I need someone I trust to deliver power cells to Clan Hirsch.>


Sabine perked up. The prospect of her buir trusting her with important clan relations making her heart flutter.


<When do you need me to depart?>


<In the morning. I will appoint you a Ver’alor for the task.>


A Ver’alor? She was getting her own lieutenant?


<Wait.> Her buir paused from where she was exiting the yard. <You’re promoting me to Alor’ad?>


<I think you’ve earned it by know. Unless you don’t think you can handle it.> Ursa stated, obviously to stoke her daughter’s warriors ego some. <I can find someone else if->


<I’ve got this.>


Sabine straightened. Pride filling her. Her buir’s belief in her something she hadn’t realized she needed.


<Good.> Ursa nodded. She cast a glance at the magna guard. <Now put your pet droid away and go to sleep.>


<Yes!> She silently cheered after she was sure her buir had gone. <C’mon Sparky, let’s get you to your charging station.>


 


 


Early morning Sabine watched as the doors of hangar one screeched open. In need of oiling she supposed. Last night’s frost falling away like shards of glass. Cold air swept in, filling the warm hangar. Despite the danger Sabine approached the edge looking out over her home and into the valley. Seeing the temporary structures for the spring festival and feeling the wind ruffle her dark hair dyed violet at the fringes. A trim and touch up was over do. She noted, feeling the ends brush past her jawline. It was well past time for a new color. Maybe blue would be good for a change. Her natural black fading to lighter blue tips. That might be nice for a while.


<Alor’ad>


Turning she spotted her newly appointed second approaching.


<Your kom’rk is loaded and ready for departure.>


<Good.> She nodded, shuffling her helmet to her other hand. <Is everyone in attendance?>


<Yes.> She noticed his hesitance. There was a, but, coming somewhere. <The Jetii is looking for you.>


Of course he is.


That was likely her fault thinking she could slip away and return before he noticed. Moving back towards her ship for the day she indeed noticed Ezra was there waiting for her. He waved as she neared.


“Where are we going today?”


Sabine ignored the sideways helmeted glance her second, Vrurik, gave her.


<Ver’alor, give the cargo a once over and have the engines primed for departure.> She was sure to give him a task so he couldn’t stand there and glower over her shoulder. <I’ll join you shortly.>


Vrurik affirmed her order, giving the Jetii a second look before moving up the ramp.


“So captain huh? That’s pretty cool, but I still out rank you.”


Someone must've told him of her departure. Buir possibly or Tristan snitched as usual.


“Not here you don’t.” Sabine returned, sharing in his snarky smirk. “And I’m going out to make a supply delivery. You,” She jabbed her finger in his parka. “Are staying here.”


“Why don’t I get to go?” He pouted.


“I’m visiting another clan, Ezra. Alor Jor’mn may not take too kindly to having a Jedi in his territory.”


Frowning Ezra brought his hands to his hips.


“You’re embarrassed of me.”


Sighing Sabine planted her hands on Ezra’s chest and began shoving him back away from the krom’rk.


“You are not mine to be embarrassed of.”


Ezra made a face. Something akin to confusion and hurt. Sufficiently away from the ship Sabine stopped pushing him. Inwardly cringing at her own phrasing.


“I know you’re a soft little loth cat on the inside, but they don’t know that. All they will see is the Jedi on the outside.”


Harsh but true. Her buir and clan may tolerate Ezra’s presence, but that was the exception not the rule. A special case. While her clan was grateful for the help Ezra gave them in the past, a Jedi still made them nervous. Her buir in particular having a great distaste for Jetii that even Sabine couldn’t quite uncover the reason behind. Ezra didn’t need to know the amount of begging she had to do to convince buir to let him visit, much less stay within the stronghold. The woman was a wall of fortitude and when it had seemed no amount of harassment would sway her, it was her father that had won in the end. As much as Sabine wanted to know the secret of changing her mother’s mind her father wasn’t willing to reveal his wiles. Which truthfully was probably for the best.


 “I am a Jedi, and helping people is what I do. Since you’re making a supply run I should obviously go. To help as Jedi do.”


She paused, giving him a hard stare. Sabine had seen that look on his face before. The ‘this is all true but I’ve come up with it on the spot’ look. He had a point she supposed, but on the other hand there was no way of know how the members of Clan Hirsch would react. A small clan some ways off from her own home. With roughly enough numbers to be on the small end of a company. Sabine bit her lip weighing her options. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to not take him. She wouldn’t lie but didn’t necessarily have to tell the Alor about Ezra if he didn’t ask…


Lost in thought she almost didn’t notice Ezra raise his hand and wave it in front of her face. Did he just? Though he hadn’t said anything, the implication behind the gesture had her reaching out. Sabine snatched his hand by two fingers, twisting them in her grip.


“You did not just try to use your magic on me.”


“Kidding, I was just kidding!” He squeaked, smiling despite the pressure she applied to his fingers. “I have never…” He paused, considering his words. “Would never use the Jedi mind trick on you.”


Narrowing her gaze to fix him with a suspicious and deadly frown Sabine released her vice grip. The Jetii flinching back to cradle his fingers.


“Not like it works on you anyways.”


Ezra was ready for her this time. Flinching back a few steps to avoid another go at his hand.


“And what’s that supposed to mean?”


“Just that you’re obviously far too strong willed for it to ever work on you!”


He jumped back again. Hands going up in surrender. Sabine cast him the best suspicious stare she could muster. The goofy puffed cheeked face he was giving her as he tried not to smile not helping her hold her glare.


“I’ll let you go, but…” She stopped him with another finger to his chest. Jabbing him a little harder than she meant to. Ezra’s body a little firmer than she thought it was. “Don’t say anything Jedi-y and keep your magic to yourself.”


“Yes captain.” Ezra gave her a Republic style salute and Sabine definitely did not smile at his childishness.


The takeoff was silent as Sabine addressed her crew of six plus Ezra. Yes she saw every side glance they gave to the Jetii, and how they were all nonchalantly on the opposite end of the briefing room.


<When we land I want everyone to begin off-loading the power cells. Look to Clan Hirsch’s Holt’verde for where to put them and assist the clan with instillation if needed.> Sabine instructed in mando’a knowing not all her crew understood basic. “Ezra help them move the cells too.”


<Questions?> She asked though the shook their heads. “Questions?” Finally she turned to Ezra as well.


He gave her a silent response too. With everyone briefed Sabine dismissed them for the flight.


“Not you Ezra.”


He stopped, stiffening at the commanding tone of her voice.


“You stay with Vrurik. He knows the most basic.” Ezra nodded. “Make sure you address him as lieutenant, and be on your best behavior.”


“I will and I always am.”


“The ties you’ve stolen beg to differ.”


“Whoa.” He pointed a finger at her. “That was one tie. You’ve stolen way more ships than I have. Not all of them have even been Imperial either.”


“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


It didn’t take long to reach Clan Hirsh’s territory. Nestled deep in a wooded area. The kom’rk shuttered as it touched down, supports sinking deep into the snow. Her pilot was no Hera that was for sure. Sabine stepped off the gangplank to take in the sight of the clan. There was no fortress here like her clan. Small in number they lived in a grouping of metallic and wooden hovels between and around a pair of longhouses. The largest of the hovel’s belonging to the Alor which is where she made her way to. A single kom’rk at rest furthest to the rear. An older model for sure with the paint nearly worn off and dirty with ion scoring. Sabine ignored the sound of someone slipping down the slick ramp. She didn’t need to look to know who it was.


 “I’m ok.” Ezra called out to no one in particular.


She could practically hear her second sighing even given the distance. Keeping her helmet under arm she moved through the clan in search of their Alor. The gesture of revealing her face telling the clansmen she was a friendly and not there for a confrontation. They kept about their business as she passed. Offering a nod of acknowledgement to an officer of a higher status clan. Though Sabine couldn’t help the worry creeping in the back of her mind that Ezra would somehow set off the clan and end up shot. She had to push it away since it was important she meet with the Alor. Ezra was perfectly capable of keeping himself out of trouble.


She hoped.


<Alor’ad.>


When their leader had finally revealed himself he addressed her by rank with a bow. Sabine returned to motion.


<Alor Jor’mn, I am Sabine of Clan Wren. I’ve brought the power cells you requested.>


He was a brutish looking older man. Tanned wrinkled face with a scar behind his eye and stubble on his chin. Armor similar in color and style of her clan. Likewise just as good for blending into the snowy terrain. As the head of the clan, emblazon with the line art of a great stag in steely blue detailing his helmet and breastplate. Though he had the look of a stubborn old goat-sheep he smiled genuinely at her.


<Thank you, thank you> He bowed his head again. <I thought for sure we would all have to huddle together for the next freeze.> Alor Jor’mn took Sabine’s outstretched arm, shaking it vigorously. <Give my utmost regards to the Herr’alor.>


<I will.>


Sabine smiled in return. Surprised at his gentle demeanor and spirited appreciation. A light buzz began as the longhouse floodlights flashed on, signaling power had indeed been restored. The clan pausing in their day to day musings to regard it in joy. Sabine was grateful at being able to assist them in their time of need.


<Is there anything else you require, Alor.> She was sure to ask before her departure. <I’ll be sure to inform the Herr’alor once I’ve returned.>


<No, thank you.> He shook her forearm again. <We’ve had a bountiful hunt this season.>


They made their way along were where the generator was. A trail well-worn into the snow guiding the way. Around the back of the longhouse she spotted her warriors, finished with their task, mingling with those of Clan Hirsch. Ezra stood off the side. No doubt feeling out of place among non-basic speakers. Though his expression changed when he saw Sabine. Almost dashing over to her, but thankfully remembering to keep professional.


“Hello sir.” He offered the Alor his hand. “I’m Ezra Bridger.”


Alor Jor’mn gave her a confused eye before looking down at Ezra’s outstretched hand. Sabine inwardly cringed. She cleared her throat to regain the Alor’s attention before translating.


<Alor Jor’mn, this is Ezra Bridger. A member of my party.>


“Ezra Bridger, this is Chief Jor’mn. Leader of Clan Hirsch.”


Sabine had hoped that her emphasis on Chief and Leader would hint to remind Ezra of proper etiquette when in the presence of someone of prominence. It would seem he needed reminding. Pressing her shoulder into Ezra’s so the Alor couldn’t see her hand she reached around, grabbing Ezra’s backside with a squeeze. He went ridged and suddenly bowed his head. The bow too low and awkward but that was ok. As long as the Alor wasn’t insulted neither wouldn’t have to worry about an incident. 


Alor Jor’mn accepted Ezra’s hand with a smile, shaking his arm instead.


<Please stay and allow my clan to see your warriors fed.>


<We would be honored.>


After the Alor departed to prepare for a small feast Sabine turned her frown on the Jetii. He rubbed his rear where she had grabbed him.


“That hurt, Sabine.” He pouted.


“Well it was either that or both of us would be getting it from my buir if you insulted an Alor.”


That seemed to straighten him out.


“Are we leaving now?”


“He invited my party to eat with them so we’ll be staying a little longer.”


“Ok.” He gave his backside one last check. “I’ll be on the gauntlet then. I ate earlier and am still pretty full.”


“No. You are not.” Sabine took hold of his parka hood before he could slink off. “It is considered very rude to my people to not accept a free meal when offered.”


“But Sabieeene.” He pouted, extending her name unnecessarily.


“If you miss this meal and insult the Alor of Clan Hirsch my mother will be furious.” He froze. “No doubt she will see you are educated on proper clan etiquette personally.”


“You know, I’m suddenly starving. When do we eat?”
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Mandalore. Years ago.


Before Imperial tyranny. Before the clone wars.


Before Death Watch pulled itself from the shadow of Concordia.


It was the early morning in Sundari. The dome’s lights starting the day cycle. A slow process that saw them go from low to high intensity over the next few hours. More than enough time for him to slip away unseen. He’d been observing this dock for weeks. Waiting and watching. At this time there was hardly anyone here. Most of the guardsmen were weary and ready for a change in shift. Not that there were many to cover the expanse that was Sundari anyways. Few dock workers milled about. They weren’t a problem. Working long hours for little credits they were easy enough to slip past, not caring enough to check anything above their pay grade.


So he moved with what he would like to think was with adept stealth at the very least. Gripping his satchel closer to his form to muffle its contents he tip-toed closer to a prospect ship. It was a decently sized one. Smaller than a freighter but large enough to hold a small crew and cargo. Some men who he dare say looked a bit sketchy were off loading some crates and replacing them with others. All under the watch of a fully armed guardsman. Which truthfully was a bit odd.


The guardsman had his arms crossed and back to the grey crates they had prepared to be loaded. He tapped his fingers over the crates currently acting as his cover. Being orange he doubted he could get away with hiding inside one of them, but there had to be a spare crate around somewhere. He was in a shipping yard after all. It didn’t take him long to find one thankfully. Searching he found himself a suitable grey box-crate to hide in. Emptying the bit of contents, some kind of dried food goods, he made this box his own. A bit on the small size compared to himself, it would have to do.


Observing the loading men he notice a bit of a pattern to their movements. They would pick a crate, take it into the ships hold, then return after at least two minutes. More than enough time for his plan. Quietly, once they had moved up the ramp he floated his similar looking crate over. Careful of the guard waiting around. The men seemed more preoccupied with the time to notice the new addition to waiting cargo. Hopping inside and cramming himself down as best he could he pulled the lid on to await his turn.


The space was cramped and already he could feel the pressure in his legs. Luckily it didn’t take long for his crate to be moved. If a bit roughly it made its way up the ramp and into what he assumed was a cargo hold. There was a heavy thunk above him and he was pretty sure that was the sound of another crate being stacked on top of his. That was ok because soon he would be off Mandalore, out of Sundari, and best of all away from the strict rule that was his parents. Then he would be free to explore the galaxy to his heart’s content.


He just knew he’d have to paint the first think he saw.


A groan of metal and a swish of air as the ship’s ramp closed and sealed. Followed by hum that shook him and the crates. Bit of a teeth gnashing sound the engine made as it roared to life. The entire craft shifting and groaning again as he felt it lift and lurch forward. His stomach doing a flip at the motion. How horrible it was that he nearly puked all over himself. Whoever the captain was seriously needed to get their stabilizers overhauled. Worse still was when he felt it make the jump into hyperspace. Butterflies bouncing around his insides. Of course he had picked a craft in disrepair to stow away in. He could only hope it actually made it to another port.


He didn’t have long to consider his poor choice of transport. There was a sound approaching. A metallic thud one after the other. Someone was walking. Someone with metal on their feet? It didn’t sound like a droid’s gait though. Metallic boots perhaps? A voice followed. Definitely not a droid. A woman, but she sounded muffled. There was a buzz when she spoke. He could make out some words through his container. Flattening his ear on the cramped wall to listen. Odd, she was speaking in Mando’a. Well-spoken but heavily accented. He supposed it shouldn’t be that strange given this was a ship of mandalorian craft that just left the new capital’s dock, yet at the same time the dominate dialect on Mandalore had become basic in recent times. Mando’a a relic from a bygone era like the warmongers that used it. To find someone outside a lecture hall casually speaking it was not commonplace.


 <No, we will not be stopping at Tasheen.> Her voice was low and harsh. <If you didn’t waste all your shots we wouldn’t be having this problem.”>


Shots? Like medical shots? There was more thunking back and forth. She was pacing he guessed. He couldn’t hear anyone else in the room so she must be talking through a comlink.


<Tyr, tell Sabine to focus on flying before I have to come up there. > A sigh. <I’m working on it, damn it! > Agitated foot falls came his way. Followed by the scraping of metal as crates were being shuffled. <All these crates look the same. Which one has the explosives in it?>


He was doing his absolute best not to panic. Pressing himself as far into the little space as he could. Hand clasped firmly over his mouth for fear of even breathing to loudly. Exposure had certainly been a possibility from the beginning. Odds were that he could be found by one of the crew, and he had accepted that there might be some sort of punishment for stowing away when he, well, stowed away. What he hadn’t considered was that he could possibly ever find himself stowed away next to high explosives. Where would they have even gotten them? You can’t buy weapons of any kind on Mandalore, and certainly not its capital, pacifist center of the galaxy!


<I don’t see an owl on any of them.> Irritation was growing in her tone. <I swear, all the trouble we went through to get theses discontinued arms. If the explosives aren’t here I’ll go right back to Sundari and->


<You’ll what, blow something up? > A new female voice entered the mix. Lighter in tone. <Get us all in trouble because you didn’t get your toy. >


<Tsk.>


There was a slam as one of the crates was closed harsher than necessary. More metallic clunking. This person seemed to also be wearing metallic sounding shoes as well.


<You must be blind. >


<What. >


<Right there. On the side of that crate. It’s the owl just like I told you. >


There was a pause. Filled by the sound of his racing heart in his ears and cramping muscles.


<That’s not an owl. >


<It’s an owl. > He could hear the growing annoyance in the other woman’s voice.


<No. It’s not. >


<And what would you know about owls? > Was she getting defensive?


<Did you stencil it on? >


There was an annoyed huff in response. His knees were numb now. Cramp having moved up mid-thigh.


<Looks kind of like...> He could hear her hm in thought.


<An owl is on my crest, Ursa. I think I know what one looks like.>


They didn’t seem like they were going to move on anytime soon. The bickering just beginning as he couldn’t hold still anymore. He flinched from the strain in his legs. Effectively silencing the room as the back of his head hit the crate top. There may have even been the ever slightest eep, but he’ll never admit to that. It was a moment of pregnant silence before his world came crudely toppling over. Displacing the lid and its contents onto the floor. His eyes snapped shut at the sudden onslaught of light. Squinting, forcing his eyes to open and adjust while fighting the urge to rub them. Body relieved from the cramped space, but head sore from where it made contact with the hold floor, he stared at the face of his finder.


The face staring back at him was his own. Reflected in a black visor. A helmet with a T shaped visor. His eyes widened in horror. He knew this distinct helmet and the armor. The mark of the enemy. An enemy that had tried to destroy their society years before he was born. Like a mythical beast leapt from the pages of his history book. Killers. Savage Warriors returned from extinction. Hovering overhead, him completely at their mercy.


Helmet head reared back. Adorned in grey-white and slate, stripped yellow in few places and most prominently on the helmet. It would be a beautiful design adorning the face plate if her arm wasn’t at full draw. Fist clenched tightly, headed straight for his face.


 


 


<Alrich. You’re still up? >


He jumped. Paintbrush laden hand snapping back from the canvas before it could paste a blob of yellow in the wrong place. Releasing an exasperated breath he turned toward the intruder.


<You startled me, Ursa.>


She stood at the open doorway between his study and their room, leaning lazily along its frame. Right hand coming up to brush stray hairs from her face. Not in her armor, Alrich realized. Loose hair hung around her shoulders, tank top baggy over her form, and basic shorts higher above her knees than anyone other himself would ever see. Squinting at him Ursa looked like she’d just rolled out of bed. A rare sight given how much sleep she actually gets with her title. Smiling at her overall disheveled state, he was very much tempted to abandon his project there and then.


Alrich stole his eyes away for a moment to glance at the one way window to the far side of his study. The sky was dark. Though some red was beginning to bleed into the blackness. Seems he has been up well into next morning.


Arms draped over his shoulders as a weight rested against his back. He’d heard her coming. Her right leg heavy even on the padded flooring. The faint screech of joints announcing it was likely time for a tune up. Stiffening as the cold metal of her shoulder brushed his cheek. Smiling because he knew it was deliberate.


<You weren’t in bed.> Her tone was serious, though he could tell by the yawn Ursa fought back she wasn’t at all. <Here I thought I’d have to rescue you again.>


<Yes, you certainly came dressed for battle.> He mused. Ursa’s form pressing into his back telling him that she wasn’t in no way attired for combat.


<That depends on the battle.>


That earned a snort from him as he discarded his brush to a glass of water. Choosing instead to overlap his arms over hers. Catching her left hand before the cold metal of her prosthetic arm could make its way under his tunic. He could feel the grin she wore where their cheeks touched, her eyes ghosting over the painting before them.


<What are you working on?>


<Just being nostalgic. Watching Sabine interact with Bridger reminded me of when we first met.>


Ursa tensed. Grin faltering. She made to pull away but he held firm preventing her escape.


<As I recall, you punched me in the face.> He added, burying his nose into her neck.


<As I recall, you were a stow away.> The countess retaliated, her prosthesis finding an opening in his tunic. Cold metal brushing his stomach nearly displacing him from his stool.


<That’s cold,> He chuckled despite doing his best to scowl at her action. <and I know you’ve got a blade hidden on there.>


That earned him an eye roll. Doing little to dissuade her from trying to change the subject. They both knew she always put the safety on after removing her armor. It was unlikely to reveal the blade by accident. Though considering all that had happened to get to this point he supposed he was pretty used to having knives in his gut by now.


<Do you remember Keelos?>


<I do. Though I suspect you and I remember that planet differently.> He lamented.


Ursa’s grin was returning now. Faintest smirk pressed into her lips. She thinks she’s managed to change the subject.


<You got arrested for painting a beard on their Minister’s mural.>


The Count shook his head with a huff.


<I got arrested because of the firefight that broke out when the guards came. They would have never known it was me otherwise.>


<That was Tyr’s fault completely.>


<It certainly had nothing to do with you smashing in the face of their captain’s son days prior.>


<He cheated at cards, and you were still arrested for graffiti of all things.> She stated flatly.


<I was a sheltered child rebelling against the world.>


That earned him a breathy not quite chuckle. Ursa pulling away and for the first time since arriving she took a good long look at his work. Right hand, callused and warm trailing a path up the back of his neck into greying locks.


<My old helmet.>


Alrich only hmed in response. Carefully watching her face for the slightest change in the calm mask she had donned.


<The one I had then, before I passed it to…>


Ursa’s eyes drifted down. She could mask her pain well, but he knew her better than that by now. Better than anyone alive today. Alrich reached out. Taking the metal of her hand into his. The prosthesis’ she bore a constant reminder of the harshest battles she’d faced. Some, he eyed her leg, worse than others. A tragedy that shattered the entire world of the Ursa he first met as a stow away. She was still there of course. Hidden behind the mask of the Countess of Krownest. Chieftess of Clan Wren.


<Give the boy a chance.> He paused. Wary of how she may react. Holding tight to her hand. The other giving away some of her tension as it curled tighter over his shoulder. <He is not the same Jedi that killed-.>


She pulled away, jerking her hand from his.


 <I know.> Ursa snapped, breathing through clenched teeth. Face curling into a foul frown as she turned away from him. Focusing her ire on the wall.  Both her hands clenched at her sides. <Of course I know that.> Ursa stared down at her right palm. The one that was still flesh and bone. <I’ll never forget what he took from me, nor will I ever forget the shock on his face when I ran Tyr’s sword through his chest.>


Alrich’s glass tipped from its perch spilling paint water and his used brushes on to the floor. He frowned at the stain knowing he shouldn’t have placed it so carelessly on the edge of his easel.


<I’m here.>


He pulled at the back of her top hoping the action might persuade her to come closer and bring her mind back to the present. Ursa glanced over her shoulder. Her face neutral as usual, but brows furrowed. Alrich gave her a smile from where he was seated. Doing his best to remain strong. He was there that day. Had seen for himself the horror that was a lightsaber taking someone’s head.


Slowly she made her way back over to him. Standing between his knees to run her hands through his hair.


<You always have been.> She spoke softly, leaning in to rest her head against his.
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Present day.


Sundari, Capital of Manda'yaim.


Seven out of twelve. He’d say those are good numbers. To have a majority of the seats filled put the power scale in Bo-katan’s favor for sure. Though, Rau eyed the seat meant for Vizsla, some house leaders were being more difficult than others. From his seat a step down from the throne Rau made a discreet glance at Bo-katan. Visually she was neutral. Listening to the animated chatter going on between the house leaders. From their seats below she had the look of power, Mand’alor sat high on her throne. From his closer position however, he could see her fingers curled. Hands gripping the cold metal with enough strength he was sure her fingers were pale under the gloves.


The chatter had become a bit more heated as house leaders Kal and Fyk squabbled over their borders.


<I want your clans out of my territory!> Fyk roared. His chair screeching back as he stood too quickly. <Dobek has always been on my side of the border!>


They’d been at this the past few meetings. Normally such disputes would be left for them to sort out, but with the Mandalorian Sector in risk of Republic encroachment now was not the time for infighting.


<Dobek was given to my house fairly by Viceroy Saxon.> Kal returned.


At the mention of the former Viceroy the collective tension in the room elevate immensely as Kal realized his slip. Earning him the direct attention of many houses larger than he, Kal quieted. The implication that he once had enough devotion to Saxon to earn land was more than enough in invite the destruction of house Kal.


<Traitor!> Fyk started forward.


<Enough!>


Bo-katan took this time to intervene lest the summit erupt into chaos. She inhaled, reining in her annoyance before continuing.


<Alor’an Kal, who is your hold on Dobek?”


Kal cleared his throat before answering. Obviously steeling himself after being addressed so directly by the Mand’alor.


<Clan Arro.>


<What are you exporting?>


<Agriculture.>


Fyk had returned to his seat by the time Bo-katan cast her stare over him.


<Alor’an Fyk, who was your hold on Dobek before house Kal’s occupation?>


<It was at the time unoccupied.>


Silence filled the space and Rau could see Bo-katan debate the best way to respond that wouldn’t end with her shooting Fyk.


<So,> She began. Irritation in her tone. <You’re telling me you’ve been squabbling over a planet you haven’t even occupied?>


<It is the principle of the border, Mand’alor. What more might house Kal think to take if we allow them to get away with invading Dobek?>


Rau considered that was true. Not only is Dobek on Fyk’s side of the sector but it was given to Kal by a deposed ruler. On the other hand Fyk neither had a hold on it nor was it being put to use. House Kal has put the planet to agricultural use which could potentially benefit Manda'yaim with imports. Either choice could potentially have more houses turning on her. Houses Fyk being more than friendly with house Shor, a major ore exporter and Kal having trade relations with house Haust, a fuel exporter.


<Dobek will remain under Kal control.>


Kal seemed to release a quiet breath of relief at the Mand’alor’s rule.


<You can’t give parts of my territory away!>


Fyk was furious, though Rau would never recommend shouting at your supreme ruler.


<I will not evict clan Arro from its home, not when the planet has been put to use that could befit the sector. Neither of you will continue to fight over it and nor will house Kal usurp anymore territory.>


Kal nodded when Bo-katan looked to him. Giving his affirmation that he would not seek to take any other land. Rau sat forward in his chair. He could tell Fyk was boiling. It was unlikely to lead to retaliation here and now but one could never be too careful.


<If you want someone to fight with perhaps you should turn your attention to the other side of your border.> She deadpanned.


Was that threat? Rau racked his brain for who occupied that area. Oh. House Vizsla. Fyk quieted down, returning to his seat for the second time. Choosing silence over spilling insults he desperately wanted to make to Vizsla who was not attendance. It probably wouldn’t take much to provoke the old house into invading Fyk’s territory. Last thing he wanted was for anything he said to make it back to Vizsla.


<Does anyone else have any disputes?>


<The pacifists are making it difficult for my house to move materials to and from the docks.> Eldar spoke up. <Their protests clog up the yards and take up warriors devoted to keeping them out that could be put to better use elsewhere.>


<They contribute nothing.> Geirr scoffed. <Why do we allow them to continue remain on Manda’yaim? It would take no effort at all to oust the nakanir.>


<There will be no violence against the pacifists. Protectors will be deployed maintain the protestors.>


Rau agreed with her even though he wished the local guard had been reestablished. His men were currently spread thin and while he didn’t want there to be any violence between the warrior and pacifists factions, sending more warriors in armor to police them was likely to have to opposite effect.


<That is all for today. You are dismissed.>


Not much over all had been done today. Not much had been done since Bo-katan had begun calling summits. So much to do and so few willing to cooperate. Rau stood to face her as the last house leader made his way out. Bo-katan letting out a sigh. She was tired. It was clear this was not a position she desired, but took out of necessity. Who else could hold her position? A pacifist leader would be deposed near immediately. With the resurgence of warriors on Manda’yaim there would be no way for a non-military leader to hold the planet. Ordo? Eldar? Fair leaders in their own right but too likely to favor their own over the whole of the sector. Neither having the support of enough other houses to rule without another war.


Vizsla was out of the question. Rau and his protectors would absolutely not support him. Granted house Vizsla had a history of Mand’alors. One’s reign being far longer and glorious than the other, but the wounds inflicted by death watch were still too fresh for many. Despite the years that had passed mando’ade could hold a grudge. Bo-katan herself was a lieutenant but had earned the respect of the other house leaders on the battlefield fighting for Manda’yaim as a whole.


Having the Dhkad also helps, but perhaps not everyone knows who wielded it before.


<Mand’alor.> A protector approached the throne. Bowing his head and resting his knee before the first step.


Bo-katan acknowledged him silently. Returning from her brief slip from persona.


<A pacifist leader demands an audience.>


<Send him in.>


Rau returned to his seat as Bo-katan shifted in hers. The throne looked uncomfortable and she had to sit in it more often than she cared to now days.


It wasn’t hard to guess who would dare demand anything of a Mand’alor. Brave, Rau would give him that, but perhaps he relies too much on his blood. He entered with purpose, head held high and shoulders squared confidently as he strode to the thrones steps. The title of Mand’alor was not one for a pacifist leader, they refused to acknowledge its existence, and Bo-katan had refused to be called Duchess.


“Lady Regnant.” He addressed with practiced respect, if with a bit of annoyance. There was another meeting without a representative of our community.”


“You have no representative.”


“We had one.” He scoffed. “Until he was assassinated”


“Unfortunate, but I cannot allow just anyone to attend. Not with relations so tense.”


The pacifist bristled.


“You think one of us might insight violence at a peace talk?”


That wasn’t the problem. The house leaders were war hardened veterans. Anyone short of a silver-tongued and iron will would just be fed to the lions. Which is exactly what already happened. Rau has his suspicions on the ill fate of their former representative but a lack of evidence. As far as what they have is that a wall statue fell on him in his home. A possible accident but unlikely given the politics.


“Pacifist inclusion will provoke violence regardless. Any representative you select must understand this and be hardened to it. A weak person will accomplish nothing.”


“Then let me-“


“No.” She snapped at him.


“Aunt Bo-katan.” He pleaded this time to their blood ties. One foot moving to rest on the lowest throne step. “I have the experience and confidence of my peers. I am not afraid of the warrior leaders.”


“I have made my decision, Korkie.” Bo-katan stood, silencing her nephew. His foot quickly leaving the step as he flinched back. “Find someone suitable.”


The meeting was over. Rau rose to follow her out. Casting a glance back at Korkie as they made for a side door. Korkie remained at the bottom starring at his shoes in frustration, fists clenched at his sides and jaw set. Slowly his gaze rose up the steps to the throne. Expression forlorn and shoulders slumping.


<He’s right you know.>


Rau spoke once they were beyond the door and it had close firmly behind. Bo-katan flinched ever so slightly but didn’t slow her pace.


<If I put a relative of mine in that position the house leaders may think I’m plotting with the pacifists or trying to monopolize the council.>


A truth but more of an excuse for her to not have to put her nephew in immediate danger since as Mand’alor she already has absolute authority. The fact that she allows the leaders so much freedom could be considered generous. Mand’alors past having lead with more of an iron fist. He could understand what Korkie is, the last real remnant of her sister even if she doesn’t really know him that well. Though Rau didn’t know there was a third sibling. One that he has yet to see for himself. Bo-katan certainly hasn’t mentioned them or offered a name or anything really. Almost as if they don’t exist, not that Rau has bothered to look.


<If not him than who?>


 They entered a study like room. Well decorated and furnished, bookcases, a bar, balcony. Bo-katan took a seat on a sofa, leaving her helmet on the table. He could tell she was beyond frustrated. Glad that by now she was more willing to lower her barriers when there was no one else around. Trusting him in his position and as a confidant. Rau made his way over to the bar, setting his own helmet on the counter and pouring drinks. He handed one to Bo-katan as he seated himself on a sofa right of hers. She raised a brow at him as her fingers grasped the small glass. He shrugged. There was lots more work to be done today and even more after Manda’kar had set, but they could relax for an hour at least.


<Someone else.>


She downed the glass in one go just as he had. Frowning at the taste and burn.


<Do you know where Vizsla went off to?> She asked, changing the subject and casting a scowl at the glass balcony doors.


<Protectors on Concordia reported he left Galaar Yaimol'kel with a small squadron of kom'rk and fang escorts.>


She hmed in response, leaning back on the sofa and tapping the empty glass on her armored knee.


<The cargo?>


<Unmarked containers for all my men could gather. No destination as of yet.>


Rau eyed his empty glass wishing he’d brought the bottle with him. There were a few clans that were being difficult, but none had the history that house Vizsla did. He didn’t suspect outright treachery from the man, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t trying to impede the council Bo-katan has been working on for his own benefit.


<I know where he went.>


He turned to her. Silent as he waited for her to elaborate.


<Likely the festival on Krownest. I’d bet he wants something from Ursa.>


<The cargo is a payment then?>


<A bribe more like.>


Bo-katan stood to make her way back to the bar. Rau watched curiously.


<A bribe for his own Herr’alor?>


A payment in return for services was something he could understand. Houses often made regular shipments to their holds to maintain relations. A wise leader requests rather than demands, his predecessor had told him once, but surly a house leader shouldn’t need to bribe one of their own.


<He and Ursa have had bad blood between them for some time.>


She carried the bottle back with her and passed it off to Rau so he could fill his own glass.


<Long standing grudge?> He took a sip, listening diligently.


Bo-katan crossed one leg over the other, swirling her drink in thought.


<It’s been about 20 years I suppose.> She took a moment to consider it more. <26 years I think.>


Rau sputtered. Some drink spilling from his mouth. Must have been some grudge between the two for them to hold it nearly as long as the Herr'alor's children have been alive.


<Whatever for?>


He sat forward. Doing his best to brush the spilled droplets from his chest plate as best as he could without a towel. Bo-katan met his gaze, a soft smile hidden behind her glass as she took another drink. Knowledge of a secret she wasn’t about to share putting a twinkle in her emerald eyes. Rau sighed, pouring another glass. Maybe he didn’t really want to know. Last thing he need was more squabbling on his plate. Let the Wrens and Vizslas hash this out on their own. So long as Vizsla wasn’t plotting something dastardly Rau could focus elsewhere for the moment.


Rau gave pause to his current chain of thought. Eyes widening in revelation. Bo-katan seemed to notice his change in demeanor. Turning to eye him questioningly.


<Speaking of Wrens.> He began, locking eyes with his Mand’alor. <Don’t we know a certain Wren diplomat?>


<We do.>


She mimicked his posture. Sitting at the edge of her seat and abandoning her glass to the table in thought.


<Even if he can’t represent the pacifist faction himself he could help select someone qualified.>


She nodded at that.


<Being from Manda’yaim, Alrich certainly has experience from both sides.>


Being the riduur of a Herr’alor certainly didn’t hurt either. A Herr’alor of house Vizsla was even better. No matter whether the death of the former representative was on accident or not, Rau doubted any of the other houses would risk war with old and powerful house Vizsla by assassinating Alrich Wren. Bad blood between the Herr’alor and Alor’an aside, Vizsla would not allow such and insult.


<I’ll contact Krownest myself.> She stated. Though didn’t move from her seat, choosing to return to her glass instead.


Rau smiled at that, raising his own glass to his lips. They could relax for just a little while longer before returning to the mountain of tasks awaiting either of their presence.
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Mandalorian. A bogey-word across much of the galaxy. Spoken in hushed tones with quick glances over the shoulder or quick spit and a scowl. They were a rarer sight now days with the Empire having nearly collapsed the economy of the planet Mandalore. After the rise of the New Republic there’s been some rumors floating around of the senate trying to persuade the current regent of Mandalore to join the fledgling Republic. Though persuade is perhaps the wrong word. More like strong-arm.


Kallus didn’t have much experience with Mandalorians. Much of the research he had collected during his time as an imperial agent had not painted the people in a good light. Looking back he realizes much of it was likely imperial propaganda. Sabine Wren is probably the Mandalorian he’s had the most exposure to. Not once had he ever considered the young woman, teenager then, a savage or barbarian. Granted she’d made some pretty specific threats to him the few times he’d met her on the wrong side of a skirmish. Kallus had known her has the graffiti artist Sabine Wren then. Nothing short of a tactical genius and saboteur thorn in his side.


As a rebel he saw more of her or mostly what she left behind. Her art. To many a ship or base captain’s dismay would find itself plastered on any wall, container or fighter she could get her paint on. He didn’t know if all Mandalorians had a total lack of respect for authority, but this one certainly did. Kallus suspected that if her inside knowledge of the Empire’s protocol and explosives expertise wasn’t so needed she may have found herself in a cell eventually.


“Better to have a mando with you than against you.” Zeb had laughed. Effectively elbowing him in the shoulder. “Ezra found that out the hard way!”


“No one knows guns like Sabine.” Hera had smiled at him. “If you need your equipment overhauled she’s the right person for the job.” The twi’lek had paused and gave him a weaker smile. “Just don’t expect it back the same color as when you gave it to her.”


Fenn Rau was a name he heard passed around a few times. From Hera mostly when she went over reports from Kanan on Mandalore. He’s seen the man a scarce few times, often in tow of Sabine. Pleasantries might have been exchanged once or twice otherwise they’d never had an actual conversation. Tamer than their resident female Mandalorian he mostly kept to himself on base. Tall and broad, with a few scars and always in armor. One of the things myths about them seems to get right. It was some sort of cultural thing for them, someone had explained to him.


Kallus understood the need for good armor in such trying times during the rebellion, but wearing your armor and weapons to every meal of the day and off duty was a bit weird. He’d caught Sabine napping in the Ghost common area full in armor once before. How anyone could sleep in that much plate he had no idea. Not that he would ever tell her anything ever again. Given he had to shave his facial hair last time he crossed her over the equipment.


He rubbed the hair along his jaw. It was fully grown back by now considering how long ago that had been. Hera glanced over at him from her place in the pilot’s chair. A smile curling her lips. Kallus sighed at her as he adjusted some sensors. The woman always seemed to know what everyone was thinking. The qualities of a good leader he supposed. Knowing what was on the mind of her crew and how to set them at ease. Something you never got in the Empire. Perhaps even himself when he led squads had never considered them beyond what use they would be to him at that moment.


“Considering a trim, Kallus?”


He eyed Rex as he sat behind the co-pilot’s chair. The elderly clone laughing at his own joke.


“Perhaps you’re the one that needs the trim.”


Rex chortled at that. Running his fingers through the white hair along his face.


“Maybe just a little.”


Kallus turned back to look out the forward shield as a planet came into view. His hands flipping a few switches as Hera changed their speed and heading for descent.


“Why would anyone want to live there?”


He frowned at the white sphere as it grew in the distance. An ice locked planet. Ice was not something he had good experience with. The thought of been trapped on such a place again was not a fond one.


“It likely serves some sort of significance.” Rex chimed in. “The mandos wouldn’t have built a stronghold here for the weather.”


He cast a questioning glance at Hera. The Ghost shuttering faintly in the planet's thick atmosphere. Kallus turned a knob to raise the Ghost’s outer hull temperature to prevent icing.


“Don’t look at me. I couldn’t get anything out of their Regnant or Countess.” She frowned. “They were pretty tight lipped in regards to anything concerning what goes on in their sector.”


“Isn’t that senator you know trying to help them?” Kallus inquired. “You’d think that with all the rumors of their failing economy they’d be more open to assistance.”


Hera shook her head. “Have you met Sabine? When’s the last time you heard her ask for help with anything?”


True. She was stubborn. Whether it was something simple or an injury the mandalorian woman was one to keep her plights to herself. Guess she had to have gotten her personality from somewhere. He could only hope they weren’t flying to a planet full of Sabines. One was certainly enough.


The Ghost’s com came to life as they descended. A rough male voice filtering through.


“You have entered Wren space. VCX-100 light freighter state your business.” The male announced through the speaker. Gruff and snappy.


“Friendly.” Kallus stated aloud as Hera started to answer. Giving him a ‘play nice’ face as she did.


“This is General Hera Syndulla piloting the Ghost. I have an invitation from Sabine Wren to attend the festival.” She tapped a few keys, likely their entry codes. “I have with me a crew of five including a droid.”


The was a pause as only static came through the com. Kallus couldn’t help but feel the impending doom as if they could be shot down at any moment. Years of imperial propaganda doing well to add to his turmoil despite knowing better of it.


“Your codes check out, Ghost.” The voice returned and he breathed hard through his nose. “You may proceed to hanger one. Welcome back to Krownest, General Syndulla.” Kallus raised a brow at that last part. The mandalorian having added more approval to her title. As if just having a military rank was enough to earn their respect. Somehow he doubted they would care for his former rank however.


He griped his chair’s armrests as Hera corrected their course. A black snow covered mountain range being the first thing to come into view. At its base the outline of the stronghold and around that various other structures wooden in appearance.


“Wow.” Hera stated. “Looks like they got a lot more stands and huts up since I was here.”


“Who’s that?”


He couldn’t help but be curious of the group of ships that had seemed to come out of the clouds as they did. Five gauntlets with a fang fighter escort. Blue and grey in color with some kind of red hawk symbol painted on the wings. 


“Hm.” He heard Rex grumble as a frown spread over his features. “Those are Vizsla ships.”


Hera had slowed her approach to hanger one as they watched the snow below the open hanger shutter. Falling away to reveal another door as it opened. The lead gauntlet breaking formation with a pair of fighters away from the others to land in hanger one and the others descending to land in the lower hanger. The doors shutting just as quickly as they had opened once the last ship was inside.


Kallus eyed the now closed door of what he assumed was hanger two. Judging from the amount of snow that had been piled on the camouflaged door it would seem it didn’t get much use, yet from the quick view he had gotten it was full of ships. Gauntlets from the look of them. He could only think of one reason to need that many of those kinds of ships, and it wasn’t a good one. He looked to Hera again. All her focus occupied on maneuvering the Ghost into hanger one. Though he thought she looked tense after that view of hanger two. Visually fine, but hands griping the controls a little too tightly.


Hanger one was full of ships too. Some of them painted with yellow wings, others in blue, and the large one with the hawk on it. Marshaller guiding them to an available square. The landing was a smooth one as Hera set them down on the open space.


“Are we here?” A grumble came from behind as Zeb entered the cockpit. “Finally.”


A warble of annoyed beeps and flailing manipulators followed.


“You have to stay here Chopper.” Hera scolded the old droid. Flipping the remaining switches overhead to shut down the freighter. 


Chopper hissed at her command. Huffing in his own way, manipulators arching over nonexistent hips.


“You can’t be trusted to behave yourself. So you will be staying.”


The droid spun his top in protest. Kallus nearly launching himself back into the co-pilots chair to avoid the mechanical monster’s wrath.


“This is for your own good.” Hera planted her own arms on her hips. She would not give in to Choppers tantrum. “Mandalorians have no patience for unruly droids. Sabine might not be there to save you next time you decide to shock someone.”


Chopper shook his dome before abruptly doing an about-face and moving through the door way. Holding his manipulator grips high up all the way out. Despite only having two grippers, Kallus suspected this was the droids form of flipping them off.


“Don’t worry about him, Hera.” Zeb added when said Twi’lek seemed distraught. “I’m sure Sabine will make time to visit him.”


“I know.”


Zeb hovered over the youngest member of the Ghost crew in to the chair behind Hera’s. They were all surprised the child was still sound asleep though all that bickering, but there Jacen was strapped into his chair drooling.  Unbuckling the boy Zeb hauled him over his shoulder with care. Jacen squirmed slightly, but remained out. Though Kallus thought the boy had awoken when he picked up his head to furiously rub his nose after the fur lining Zeb’s parka invaded his nostrils. However he just plopped his head back down to continue to snore on the Lasat’s shoulder.


Outside the Ghost, Kallus pulled his own parka tighter. Silently whishing he could go back up the ramp. The air in the hanger was cold and the wind that whipped in through the open bay door was beyond frigid. There was no way anyone in their right mind would willingly live on a planet like this. There was just no way. The mandalorians here had to be insane. He frowned at Zeb as the Lasat elbowed him with his free arm.


“Cold?” He gave him a fanged grin.


There was no way he would dignify that with a response. Of course he was cold. He was cold and reminded of the time he almost died on that hellish ice moon. Zeb only snickered as Kallus pulled his hood up and turned his attention to the figure waiting for them.


“Bridger. Wren.” He greeted the duo. The latter rolling her eyes.


“Call me Sabine, Kallus.” Her hands were planted her belt. “It’ll get real confusing here if you don’t. All my kin being Wrens.”


“You don’t call me by my first name.” She crossed her arms at that. Raising a brow at him.


“That’s cuz you’re a callus.”


Ezra snorted. The pair sharing smile at his expense. Kallus could only narrow his eyes. All these years and they were still brats. He grumbled but ignored the jabbing. Having come to understand teasing was how Sabine showed affection. In her own weird mandalorian way.


 “Been a while loth-rat.” He saw Zeb paw at Ezra’s hair. Ruffling locks as the other tried in vain to fend him off. Sabine ducking back managing to avoid having her own hair tussled.


“Not the hair, Zeb.” She warned. Half playful, half serious. Zeb only reached for her again. Knowing full well she wouldn’t retaliate while he was holding a child.


“Sabine. Ezra.” Hera called from the bottom of the Ghost’s ramp.


The pair moving to greet her. Shoving at each other as they did. Kallus knew she had remained behind to discreetly watch Rex as he came down the ramp. The old stubborn captain refusing to use a cane or hover chair to get around. Having become slower and frailer at his age. Rex would never admit it, not even when his own clone armor had become too heavy for him.


“Let me make you a cane, Rex.”


Sabine Wren the tactful.


“I don’t need a cane.”


He did.


“C’mon Rex.” Sabine pouted. “I’ll put a blaster in it.”


That seemed to give him pause. Strange, all of them. Where there no normal people in the Ghost crew? Did that make him a weirdo too?


“Sabine.” Hera warned.


“What? It would totally be cool.” Her eyes lit up like she suddenly had so many ideas. “Stylish yet fierce.”


“Fierce you say?” Rex inquired. “What caliber could you fit in a cane?”


Sabine grinned at that. No doubt about to go off on a tangent. Kallus didn’t know who was a base for Rex and the other clones. Could have been anyone, but with how they had talked about weapons and combat he was almost positive the prime had to have been a mandalorian. There were just too many similarities. He was a soldier. Zeb was a soldier, yet neither of them cooed over any weapon they could get their hands on like it was the greatest thing in the world.


Speaking of mandalorians. He seemed to be the first to notice there was a group of them moving down the walk way. Pausing in their movement when they started to pass the Ghost before approaching. Hera was next to take notice. Moving to the front of their group like the protective mother she was. The lead mandalorian advanced with the others in tow. A giant of a man, broad in blue and grey armor. Helmet tucked under his left arm. Blue eyed and blonde military undercut. Scar running from nose to ear. He looked like an ass.


“Tyr Vizsla.” He shifted his helmet to his right so he could offer Hera his left forearm to shake. Which seemed odd to Kallus.


“Hera Syndulla.” She shook his forearm with her left in turn.


He seemed to quirk a bow at her. Cocking his head slightly.


“The Hera Syndulla?” His accent was thick. “General of the rebellion?”


“I’m not as active as I used to be I’m afraid.”


“Your reputation precedes you, General.”


He appeared genuinely impressed by Hera, but Kallus was suspicious of the troops he had with him. Twelve armed and still helmeted mandalorians lingering behind. All of them in matching blue and grey. Kallus knew an escort when he saw one. Though this Tyr Vizsla had not introduced himself with a rank he was no doubt someone of importance. Curious that he would not properly introduce himself. Deceptive of him considering he likely knew they were ignorant to his culture. Kallus was cautious as he watched the man. Vizsla discreetly looked over their group. Perhaps he was curious of them, outsiders as they were. Perhaps he was taking their measure. Though something behind Hera seemed to catch his attention. Kallus followed his gazed to his own right where the Ghost was.


Sabine had gone ramrod as Vizsla made his way to the three of them. Curiously there was a sword on the man’s back next to his jetpack. Kallus cocked his head at the weapon. Single edged, straight blade, the length slightly shorter than his torso with a two handed grip.


“Alor’an.” She bowed.


So he was someone of importance. Though Kallus had no idea what Sabine addressed him as. He assumed the man was of outstanding rank considering she bowed her head fully to him. Something he’d never seen her do. Not for anyone of considerable authority in the rebellion that was for sure.


“Sir.” He watched Ezra mimic Sabine’s gesture.


Rex who stood between the pair offered no greeting. The old clone giving only a scowl and harsh stare to Vizsla. Not that the man seemed to notice him or Ezra. Vizsla smiled and patted Sabine’s head, ruffling her hair. Her brows furrowed at the action. Confusion and irritation on her face though she tried to hide it. Obviously she couldn’t just swat his hand way like anyone else.


“I have not seen you since you were an ik’aad.” He smiled, further ruffling her hair. Look how you’ve grown. The spitting image of your mother.” He stated with some forlorn fondness. The statement itself earning a frown from Sabine.


 “You’re early.” He turned away from a confused Sabine as a new voice entered the mix.


A woman in yellow decorated off white armor. Harsh glare and even harsher tone. Commanding aura all around her. She looked to be irritated. There was a man not in armor in step behind her and a few what he assumed to be Wren troopers following him.


“I don’t recall giving you permission to dock in my hanger until tomorrow.” She definitely didn’t sound pleased. Her expression was cold as she glared up at the much taller Vizsla.


From his side he head Sabine suck a breath through her teeth. Horror written on her face.


“Who’s that?” Kallus whispered to Ezra as quietly as he could. Thankfully he had come closer.


“That’s Sabine’s mom, the Countess.” Ezra returned in a similar hushed tone. “I don’t know who the other guy is. Some big shot I think.”


“That’s our house leader!” Sabine provided. Hissing as quietly as she could.


Kallus didn’t know what a house leader was, but based on the ‘oh damn’ that Ezra let out he suspected it was important. Sabine’s mother, the Countess, seemed to have been completely disrespectful. At least that was if he out ranked her. Judging from Sabine’s reaction it appeared he did.


The Countess held her arm out for Vizsla to shake. Moving her helmet her other arm to present her left one. For all she had said before this was the first time he looked offended. Frowning deeply at her despite having done the same thing before to Hera. Moving his helmet back to his left to offer the Countess his right. Both of them engaging in an awkward left-right forearm shake. Neither of their eyes leaving the others. Usually when two people shake hands, or in this case arms, it lasts a second at the most, yet after that second they were still locked in each other’s grip. Seeming to squeeze the other’s arm.


 Kallus observed the gesture that had become tense. Those all-around being set on edge. There was a bracer on Vizsla’s right arm but he noticed it was not gloved like the other. Instead that hand was a dull black, metallic in form and make. A prosthesis. His grip must have been strong, though the Countess betrayed nothing as she continued to match his hold.


“Welcome to Krownest.” She finally said. The former harshness of her tone diminishing some.


“Always a pleasure to be back.” He returned as they released their grip finally.


“It’s good to see you, Alor’an. I trust you have been well?” The man not in armor joined the fray. Smiling. Though his tone forced. Betraying the otherwise pleasant demeanor.


“Peachy.” Vizsla stated colder than if it were true.


Both men smiled. In a way that politicians do. Unlike the Countess he didn’t offer his arm to shake. Both hands clasped behind his back. Vizsla didn’t offer his arm either. After pleasantries they didn’t appear to have anything else to say to each other.


“Who might these people be?” Vizsla stated, brow raised at the Countess as he gestured to the rest of them.


“Guests.” She informed. Tone of voice hinting it was none of his business.


Vizsla seemed to consider her response. His eyes moving over them again.


“Shall we move to the stronghold?” The Count offered.


“Of course.” Vizsla conceded with a false smile. “Lead the way.”


The Count returning the look in kind as he took the lead. Sabine’s mother lingered for a moment giving her daughter a stare he couldn’t discern before departing. The entire exchange was then over faster than it had begun. He looked to Hera first, as leader of the group he hoped she had some insight. The look of dismay she wore as their eyes met told him she was just as out of the loop as he was. They both looked to Sabine. The young mandalorian had moved to the walking path. She stood silent watching them leave. Frown set deep in her features.   


“So who’s ready for the festival?” Ezra chimed in after a time.


Kallus just eyed him, shaking his head. Maybe he should get back on the Ghost. Last thing he wanted was to get shot in a mandalorian pissing contest.
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“This ain’t the Republic. What need do I have for credits out here?”


“Well what do you want then?”


“What do you have?”


Hera frowned at the mandalorian. Receding hairline and wrinkled face, the man’s snobby attitude was making negotiations difficult. She had come to the festival to see Sabine of course, but also for the trade. Mandalorian space didn’t have the same regulations on products the Republic did so it was likely she could find an assortment of things here that couldn’t be found anywhere else. She glanced at the item of interest. Leaning to rest her hands on the mandalorian’s small wooden stall. Her face was neutral, a mild mask of disinterest. Hera knew the key to bartering was not to show just how much she wanted the item.


“Shield generator.”


He raised a bushy brow at that and Hera did her best not to smirk at the small victory.


“Make?”


“Imperial.” Hera was sure to keep their eyes locked, and he narrowed his in return. She had his interest for sure.


“Type?”


“Colicoid 49-v99 Deflector.”


He chewed the inside of his cheek in thought. Seeming to take time to consider her offer as if didn’t want it. Though Hera knew he was stalling so she wouldn’t get the win.


“Is that all?”  She did her best not to look taken aback. Frown growing. The gall of this man.


“We both know the generator is worth far more than a used navigation system.”


“True,” The slightest of smirks appearing on his face as he crossed his arms. “Begs the question then why you would want it. Do you even understand Mando’a?”


“I wasn’t aware there would be so many questions.” She placed a hand on her hip. Doing her best not to scowl at him. “If you don’t want to trade then maybe I’ll take my patronage elsewhere.”


“Good luck getting the same quality from a Wren.”


That got Hera’s attention. She eyed the crest painted onto his breastplate. A white skull of some sort with up curved horns lined in black paint. Not a fan of Wrens it seemed.


“Maybe, but perhaps I could get a new one instead of used.” She looked up at the looming form of the stronghold. “Though considering the quality of the Countess’ stronghold compared to your stall…”


Hera trailed off. Doing her best to look deep in consideration as she continued to stare at the large structure. Truth be told she was sure she could have just asked Sabine if she could buy of trade for one from her clan. With the amount of ships she saw under construction in the back of hanger one she was sure they had to have an old one laying around somewhere. However she didn’t exactly want Sabine to know she what she was trying to get her hands on.


Sabine would undoubtedly be curious as to why Hera would need a mandalorian space navigation system when the Ghost’s was state of the art. There would be no making excuses about it either seeing as Sabine herself was the one that installed it. Not to mention it would have to be translated as well, but there was a reason for all this trouble. One that she would rather the Countess not be suspicious of if word ever got back to her.


Normally Hera wouldn’t have bothered to acquire one, but Leia had asked her personally. General navigation systems were fine but updated in accordance with Republic stats, and the information in regards to space outside its borders was limited. All the planets were there like Mandalore, Concord Dawn, places of high population, and hyperspace lanes. However, in contrast a planet like Krownest was barely on the map. Simply known by its spatial coordinates and not even designated as an inhabited planet.


If she could discreetly get her hands on a mandalorian made navigation system to bring back to base and have it translated then Leia would have more information to work with. Better understanding of the space within the sector should give Leia more of an edge when speaking to the Bo-katan.


“Rangir Wren Herr’alor!”


The man slamming his hands on the stall’s table and going into a series of what she assumed were insults in mandalorian wasn’t expected. Hera turned to face him once more. Behind her a few passing mandalorians had stopped to look. If his tone and apparent dislike for clan Wren was any indication of what he had said, Hera assumed it wasn’t polite.


“That sounded rude.”


“Ezra?”


“Momma!”


Jacen pulled free of Ezra’s grip and threw himself into Hera’s legs. She chuckled, running her hands through his hair before pulling his hood over his head.


“Keep your hood up, love. Don’t want your ears freezing off.”


He smiled up at her. Cheeks rosy and a bit of fading green locks falling over his eyes.


“Have you asked Sabine to dye your hair again?” She asked looking around for said mandalorian.


 “I haven’t seen her.” Jacen frowned.


Curious that Sabine had disappeared since she and Ezra are generally attached at the hip. Concerning considering how startled she seemed to be at the arrival of her clan’s house leader. Hera frowned at the clear distress that had been on the young woman’s face after the encounter between the Countess and said leader. Obviously there was some of the big picture that Hera was missing due to her over all lack of understanding and knowledge regarding mandalorian culture.


“Aruetii,” Hera drew her attention from her son to where Ezra appeared to have gotten into an exchange with the mandalorian. “This is none of your business.”


“It is when you’re yelling at Hera.”


Ezra moved to lean over the table. Face to face with the armed and armored mandalorian. Both of them snarling at each other. Only the flimsy wood between them. It endeared her that Ezra would defend her so sternly, but he needn’t defend her from cheap insults. Even less so, insults she couldn’t understand.


“Ezra.” She reached out to grip his shoulder. “Let’s go somewhere else.”


He widened his eyes at her and she smiled. Ezra gave one last frown at the trader before they moved on.


“Sorry.” He began. Looking at the snow and rubbing his neck sheepishly. “I guess that wasn’t very Jedi of me.”


Hera chuckled. Pulling Ezra close and wrapping her arm around him as they walked. Jacen moving from her free hand to keep pace between them. Happily latching onto Ezra’s arm.


“Maybe, but it was very Kanan of you.” Smallest of smiles appearing on Ezra’s face. Eyes softening as they continue to stare at the snow. “Always trying help everyone.”


“Yeah.” He said quietly. Silently gripping his pant leg where his lightsaber should hang.


“So tell me.” Hera spoke, doing her best to turn the conversation in a brighter direction. “When did you learn mandalorian?”


His head snapped up to her. Blue eyes widening as Hera raised a brow at him.


“I wouldn’t say learned…” He avoided her eyes. “More like I can pick a few words out of a sentence.”


“Did Sabine teach them to you?”


She narrowed her eyes at him as he turned his head fully away from view. Hera smiled. She’d get him to admit his feeling for Sabine one way or another. It was obvious to her that his interest in mandalorian culture wasn’t just because he hoped to understand them more. There were plenty of scholars out there that would be willing to educate a Jedi on the unabridged history of Mandalore she was sure. Not to mention Ezra had access to the remains of the Jedi temple that Luke had been recently doing his best to refurbish.


“She explains some of the words she uses from time to time. Most of them I just recognized as insults since I hear them a lot.” He chuckled weakly. “Though what were you up to?”


“Just looking for anything that could befit the Ghost.”


“Doesn’t the Ghost already have an advanced navigation system?”


So he had noticed the part laying on the table. Inwardly she cringed. Hera had no desire to lie to Ezra but she didn’t want to have burden him with lying to Sabine either.


“It is, but I realized it’s not all that detailed in regards to the Mandalorian Sector. That makes navigation to Krownest from the Republic complicated since they don’t account for mandalorian traffic.”


That seemed like a good enough excuse. Though it hurt to deceive him even a little.


“Oh well I’ve got one of those on the Nightbrother. Sabine translated it and everything. You could probably just make a copy of the layout.”


Hera looked at him surprised. She had forgotten about the Nightbrother.


“I didn’t see it in the hanger.”


“Yeah. The Countess had Sabine move it to storage to make space for the ships from other clans, but I can get back there and copy it for you. Just don’t tell Sabine I called it the Nightbrother.” He added quickly, laughing. “You should see it down there, Hera.” This place is way bigger underground.” Ezra stated, amazement clear in his tone. Making an exaggerated gesture with his arms. “Sabine said it was because they hollow out the mines when they’re empty and make them into useful rooms. There’s like a hundred gauntlets down there.”


That startled Hera a bit. Ezra seemingly unaware of the implication, but the math was unsettling. A hundred gauntlets. Enough to move a small regiment.


“I won’t mention it to her if you don’t tell her I’m making changes to her handy work.”


Ezra smiled wide at her.


“No way!” He laughed.


A roar and cheer had them stopping. To their left a crowd of rowdy mandalorians had filled a clearing. Chanting something, laughing, and slinging their drinks around. Hera was hesitant to approach despite her own curiosity. Throng of excited drunks not the safest place for her son, but Ezra pointed and lifted Jacen onto his shoulder. Following his gesture she spotted the backs of Kallus and Rex.


“Get him Zeb!” Rex did his best to shout over the crowd.


Oh no. What has Zeb gotten himself into? Hera pushed deeper into the crowd until she was shoulder to shoulder with Kallus. The man quirking a brow at her and rolling his eyes.


Zeb was indeed the center of attention. Him and a mandalorian of near equal height and build. Much to Hera’s surprise, the first non-human she had seen in the armor. The two of them grappled in the snow turned to mud. Feet sliding and clawed hands grasping for leverage. She sighed too, but smiled none the less as she caught a glimpse of Zeb’s own fanged grin. She watched him draw back and away from his opponent. The enemy combatant lunging forward to take hold of Zeb’s arm. Zeb spread his feet through the slush for balance. Twisting his body to grab his opponent’s leg with his free arm. Locking the other in with the mandalorian’s own arms.


Zeb gave a roar and much to the other’s surprise heaved him off the ground and into the air. Silence fell amongst the crowd as the mandalorian fell with a thwack into the mud. The crowd having parted way to prevent being landed on. Hera eyed the suddenly quite crowed. There were more non-humans in the crowd. Some in matching colors and some not. Briefly she worried they had been insulted an outsider had defeated one of their own. Behind her Kallus and Rex crowding in defensively.


Applause broke the tension, much to her relief. Zeb raised his fists in victory and Hera clapped for him. The lasat grinning wide despite the bit of blood trailing down his nose. His opponent pulled himself from the snow. Mud painting him from toes to back. The mandalorian shook doing his best to brush as much mud on slush from his scales. He and Zeb shook arms with a smile.


“What is that?” Hera did her best to ask Ezra over the noise of the boisterous crowd.


The young Jedi craned his neck as if that would magic him the answer. Jacen seated on his shoulders cheering for Zeb’s victory. They watched as a mandalorian emerged from the crowd and placed the object in question over Zeb’s head.


“Not an animal I’ve seen yet,” He pause to squint at it. “But I imagine it’s horrifying in person like most things on this planet.” Ezra started matter-o-factly.


Hera eyed him. Unsure if she should be concerned for his safety or not. Ezra suddenly looked run down. As if whatever memory that dredged up was tiring. She started to press further when he suddenly perked up. Zeb had made his way back to them. Chin held high and chest puffed out.


“How’s my trophy look?” He flexed.


“What is it?” Kallus inquired, frowning.


“Looks wolfish.” Rex added.


“I think it looks soft!”


Jacen leaned over Ezra’s shoulder as best he could, reaching for the object atop Zeb’s head. Beautiful snow white fur flowed just over his shoulders. Thick and luxurious if the face of awe from her son was any indication as he ran his hands through it. Prodding his heels into his Jedi mount finally getting Ezra to turn for better reach. The headdress was some form of predator, as seemed evident by the teeth protruding from the maxilla. Long curved fangs and bone crushing teeth. The ears long and thin, curved in at their black tipped points. It fit Zeb surprisingly well. Contrasting brightly with the purple hue of his own fur. Hera had no doubt it would be a bit big on anyone smaller but maybe not if they were wearing a helmet.


“Hey!”


Hera found herself smiling again. Zeb reached past Ezra and plucked her son from the Jedi’s shoulder. Jacen squealed in delight and burrowed his face into the fur.


“Thief!”


Zeb laughed and pushed Ezra back, pressing his palm into the others face.


“You coming back with us loth rat?”


Ezra paused, pulling his face back from Zeb’s paw.


“Where?”


Hera knew this was coming. Zeb shot her a ‘you haven’t told him yet’ look. She inhaled as Ezra looked between them curiously.


“Luke wanted me to ask you to return to the temple.”


“Oh, did he say what he wanted?”


“He wants you to escort a diplomat.”


“Where to?”


“Didn’t say.”


She watched Ezra rub the back of his neck. His eyes wandering in thought.


“When?”


“When you arrive.”


They had moved closer to the fortress. A chill settled in the air. Above them a patch work of clouds had taken to filling the evening sky.


“Ezra?”


She followed his gaze to where he was looking intently along the fortress’ side. To where a bastion protruded from the wall, overlooking the festivities below. Hera squinted but saw nothing.


“I’ll head out after the festival. You guys can go get settled for the fireworks” He looked back to the bastion. “I’ll meet you there later.”


“Alright.” Hera pulled him in for shot hug. “Take care of yourself.”


“I will. I will.”


He chuckled as Hera pulled his hood over his head. Moving away Ezra slipped under Zeb’s arm as the lasat made a playful grapple for him.


“You missed!” He shouted, bounding up the entry steps nearly three at a time before disappearing over the top.


Children. Hera couldn’t help but think they grow up too fast.


Chapter End Notes
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The lift was nearly full as Sabine crammed herself into it. Shoulder to shoulder with engineers all the way down. Hanger 2 was alive with a flock of them as the lift doors finally opened. While the hanger above served as a guest and assembly bay, hanger 2 was for cargo and often military deployments. She was surly surprised to see clan Vizsla’s arrival earlier. Her buir having not informed her of such an important guest. More surprising and suspicious, at least to Sabine, was how her buir greeted Alor’an Vizsla.


With her prosthetic left arm. A prosthesis on a mando’ad is like any other weapon. To greet someone weapons draw is tantamount to a challenge. At the very least a show of inhospitality. Why their own Alor’an would be unwelcome she had no idea, but he seemed to know her. Despite having no memory of having met the man. He did say she was a baby. That would have been during the time her buir was a member of Death Watch. Sabine’s only real impression of him thus far was that he was strange. That and he messed up her hair.


Thinking too hard on it she nearly walked headlong into a crate being pushed down the strip. She raised a curious brow at the one pushing it and followed its path with her eyes. Their gloves were too thick to be an engineer. Helmet plated thickly and visor a simple narrow line over eyes. Beskar’gam dusted with soot and a reinforced belt cape hung around their knees. The woman was a smith and she pushed the crate to the forge lift. It was not all that common they outsourced materials for the forge. Most of what they needed came from the mountains. Save perhaps for fuel. That however was no fuel canister, it was more an ore container. Strangely with a pair of thick locks hanging from either side. Not to mention the escort of four warriors accompanying the smith.


Whatever was in that crate was important. Enough it seemed to warrant the exchange of nearly a squadron of kom’rk. Sabine allowed her gaze to drift around. The kom’rk around her were mostly new, others from storage. The forges never slept and they had a surplus. Above her she watched an engineer pull a line along the side of one of the krom’rk. In his hands he used a small gun to spray the edge of the wings in royal blue. Inside the wing was the crimson shape of the jai'galaar. Traditional colors and crest of Clan Vizsla before it had been sullied by Death watch. Perhaps they were trying to reclaim it.


<Alor’ad.>


Sabine was greeted helmeted a voice. She turned into the broad imposing warrior’s form.


<This area is restricted for the time being. Your rank is not sufficient to be here.>


Craning her head up she looked at him sternly in the dark void that was his visor. Glossy ebony it only reflected her own scowl back. She knew this helmet. Distinct with its Tuscany yellow crest curving in jagged lines emboldened by thick onyx streaks over steel toned metal. Above that at the summit of the forehead a pair of jai'galaar'la sur'haii'se stared back. The eyes painted in a worn and fading alabaster resting between the rising clan crest as it striped around the helmet.


The helm of Morrok.


Sabine did her best to stand firmly. Turning her chin up to him. It irked her that he had such height over her, as most did. If she had just a few more inches like her mother he wouldn’t be able to glower down at her as much as she was sure he was behind his helmet.


<Holt’verde.> Sabine began with his title. The proper thing to do, though it made her frown at the major difference in their rank.


She a captain and he the commander of the hold. The left hand that wields the shield.


<Don’t presume that I would share any information with you just because you are the daughter of the Herr’alor.> He cut her off.


That had her bristling in defense. Fists balled at her sides.


<I would never.> She nearly spat, doing her best to remain civil through clenched teeth. <I am simply looking for my buir.>


<In a meeting.> He deadpanned. Only the static of his helm adding any tone. <Now leave.>


Turning she started to do just that, but hesitated.


<If you have a problem with me then you should just say it.>


<I have a problem with traitors.>


He’d said it and Sabine’s heart dropped into her stomach. It made her feel cold inside and hot with anger at the same time.


<I’m not—!>


<You are an exile. The only reason you are currently here now is because your buir is Herr’alor.> He snapped at her. Closeting the distance between them. <She showed you mercy. Welcoming you back into the clan despite your crimes when she should have put you to the sword.>


Sabine flinched at the harshness of his tone.


<If you hadn’t been her child how do you think she would have responded to your return?>


She looked away. His words hitting home. Such thoughts had not escaped her. Always in the back of her mind. The crimes she had committed, the weapon she created lingered in stray thoughts and none to pleasant dreams. Unworthiness eating away at her heart.


<Ursa defeated me and many a warrior for the right of Herr’alor.>


Morrok crowded into her space further as he pulled his helmet away. Leaning into her face so she could get a good look at his own. An elder that he was his face was wrinkled and weathered. Right eye sightless and pale compared to his other that was emerald. He traced a scar that began at his jaw and trailed up to that ruined eye. The wound wide like a blade slash left his mouth exposed in a permanent snarl. The teeth that she could see crooked or false.


<She earned our respect. My respect. What have you done but destroy a weapon of your own creation and bring a Jetii into our home?>


Grief.


Shame.


Her chest tightened. Beskar’gam that she had worn most all her life feeling heavy.


<I will do whatever I can for my people.>


<Would you die for them?>


Sabine’s eyes rose to meet Morrok’s. They burned despite their moistness or perhaps because of it. He cast a shadow over her with his presence and icy stare, but Sabine managed to hold his gaze.


<Yes.>


Morrok drew back slowly. His eye looking for hesitation in her own as he replaced his helmet.


<Maybe you’ll get your chance.>


There was a knot in Sabine’s throat as she tried to swallow. She could feel Morrok’s cold gaze on her back as she turned on her heel. Feet carrying her back to the lift from which she came. Arm clenched tightly to her helmet. Fingers numbly digging into the beskar. As she met a wall of incoming and outgoing engineers she pulled the metal over her face. Expressionless mask it hid her own turmoil from those around. Allowed her to feel if she was faceless. Pain hidden from her kin.


Sabine emerged from the lift not even considering the level she was on until she was out in the cold. Easy breeze washing over her beskar’gam. Her hands rested on the top of the frosted barrier railing. She could see over the festival from this height. Forward most bastion overlooking much of the valley floor. Light glinted off her tinted visor as Krownest’s star began its dip behind the mountains. She sighed. It was nearly time for the fireworks. Many of them her own works. It was likely she miss watching them go off with her specter family if she didn’t head there now, yet leaning down on her elbows pushing some of the built up snow away Sabine didn’t feel the desire to move.


“How to you say hello in mando’a?”


As much as Sabine liked to think herself a hardened warrior she still flinched. Though she mostly succeeded in fighting the instinct to draw her blasters. Something that had been drilled into from the time she could hold metal in her hands.


She knew the voice. Unable to suppress the smile that spread over her features she was thankful for her helmet. Turning Sabine caught sight of him. Standing on the far right side of the bastion. The side that towered over the entrance stairs.


“Su cuy'gar would be the closest I suppose.”


She leaned back on the railing as he started slowly forward. Crossing her arms to appear more annoyed than she really was. It was clear that he jumped up the side of the bastion from the entry landing. He could try and convince her otherwise but she knew better. This bastion could only be accessed through her family’s private wing after all.


“Soo COO-ee-gar.” He repeated. His mouth making foreign and exaggerated movements as he struggled to get it out correctly.


Sabine did her best not to outright laugh at him. Failing as her shoulders shook with the chuckle that escaped. Ezra cocked his head at that. She could almost forgive him for risking exposure to clan Vizsla with the reckless use of his magic.


“Did I say it wrong?” He asked, closing the distance between them with a final step.


“No.” Another squeak of a snicker escaped her. “I’m very much alive, thank you.”


Ezra rolled his eyes.


“Another one of those words that only kind of translates?”


“A greeting none the less.”


He grinned and shook his head, crowding her more.


“I can’t see your face.”


“I’m wearing a helmet, genius.”


She rolled her eyes despite him not being able to see it. Though the way his grin softened she suspected he knew anyways.


“Why are you wearing it now?”


“Helmets are good at protecting your head. It’s kinda what they do.”


“What do you need protection from?”


He had her there. Sabine did her best not to shrink away. She wanted to but Ezra had effectively cornered her against the railing. Damn him and his caring nature. He always knew how to get past her defenses. Not that she was angry, but she didn’t want him to know her pain. No one else needed to carry her burden.


There was nothing she could do to stop herself from flinching as his hands rested on either side of her helmet. Ezra was suddenly far to close. Gently he tilted her head up to face his. Though he hadn’t made any attempt to pull it away as her hands still fell over his. He stared down at her calmly. Looking as if through the black tint of her visor he could clearly see her face, marred as it was with shame. She wasn’t quite sure which blue his eyes were. Too deep to be sky, but too bright for sapphire. Maybe a shade of azure. Sabine thought she could remove her helm. It had become hot on her face. Instead her fingers curled tighter into his hands, pressing the helmet further onto her head.


“It’s snowing.”


Craning her neck more she looked up into the fading light where a blanket of clouds had taken residence. Tiniest bit of snow falling on her visor.


“This is an ice locked planet.”


His smile returned slowly.


“It looks pretty cast in the setting star.”


Ezra released his hands for a moment to turn her towards the star. Sabine’s breath came short as she gazed out at the scarlet glow. It cast the clouds in shades of orange to purple and ground in magenta. The light passing through the thin snow setting it alight like a thousand falling stars.


Sabine tugged her helmet away. Holding it snug to her breastplate. The view was many times more vibrant than before. They leaned into the railing shoulder to shoulder. Silence enough for the moment.


“I’ll be returning to the Republic after the festival.”


Her hands tightened around the object clutched in them. To keep her grounded and hands from wandering.


“Do you want to talk…?” He nearly whispered.


“When do I ever talk.” She returned. Giving him a coy side smirk.


“True.”


Ezra nudged his elbow into her side playfully. Finding a spot under Sabine’s arm where there was no plate to protect her. She didn’t jump at all as she shot him a deadly glare. Doing her best to glower at him. Sixteen year old Ezra would not have been able to meet her gaze, but this Ezra was a boy no more.


“I’ll move your kom’rk back to hanger one.”


“Thanks.”


“You could spar with me.”


Talking wasn’t really her thing, but she could go for a fight.


“Now?”


She nearly giggled at the face of surprise he made.


“Yes now. It’s been forever since we last sparred.”


Making a clearly dubious face Ezra looked to either side of the bastion.


“Isn’t it kinda unsafe do be doing it here?”


“Not here.” Sabine graced him with an eye roll. “Are all Jetii so utreekov?”


“You’ve only met four.”


He returned the eye roll as she took hold of his arm and pulled him in the direction of the sliding door.


“Four too many.”


“Whoa, whoa!” Ezra pulled back nearly ripping his arm from her grasp. “I can’t go in there.”


So he did know which area that was. Sabine grinned wider.


“You afraid of my buir?”


“Of course!”


Well at least he was honest. Not that she blamed him. Her buir was not to be taken lightly. She was truly terrifying. Not someone to be crossed by fear of imminent and painful death. But…


“Relax, what she don’t know won’t hurt her. Besides the closest sparring room is over here.”


“I’m not worried about it hurting her!”


With some effort Sabine managed to get Ezra through the door. Which he immediately acted as if he would spontaneously burst into flames. Dragging his heels around every corner as if her buir would suddenly be there.


“She’s in a meeting so quit being laandur and let’s go.”


That got him shuffling his feet faster. If anything she needed only worry about Tristan tattling. Vod’ika that he was.


“Let’s go.” The door swished shut behind them. “Hand to hand.”


There were sparring staffs and a few practice kad, but she could tell by the way Ezra rubbed the back of his neck he was unfamiliar. A kad and lightsaber may have seemed similar in concept, at least to the novice, but Sabine could attest from experience they were very different in form and use. Kad for one were either well balanced or weighted at the tips. A lightsaber’s weight was in the hilt, making swinging it around awkward and more dangerous for those sharing a formation with you.


Sabine removed the plate from her gauntlets and tossed Ezra a pair of padded gloves. His first few swings were slow and hesitant. Testing the waters until she nailed him in the jaw. Combat, even if it was just sparring was a serious business. It seemed Ezra had gotten soft since the last time they trained together.


She would correct that real quick.


Deflecting a fast jab with her own Sabine delivered another powerful blow. This time to his unguarded chest since his hand went up to protect his face. Ezra grunted with a scowl. Sabine hopped back as his knee attempted to make a connection, keeping her arms high and body low. Nimble on her feet she ducked under a heavy right swing to jab her fingers into his armpit.


He yelped and threw his body to the side. Pivoting just in time to catch her fist. Sabine twisted her wrist in an attempt to break his hold. Last thing she wanted was to get into a strength bout with an opponent who held the size advantage. Ezra knew this and tried to reel her in. With his own momentum Sabine offered an elbow to his chest in return. Which he shrugged off much to her surprise, moving in for the grapple. Smartly tucking his head into her breastplate to avoid the head butt that had been the end of many a match. Sabine grit her teeth in a half smile as Ezra grabbed the back of her knees. He knew her moves to well.


Time to improvise.


As her feet came off the mat Sabine leaned over Ezra’s shoulder locking her arm over his neck. Free hand curling under his arm. She heard him grunt at the pressure on his throat. Now he couldn’t throw her, and if he wasn’t careful she could gain leverage for a knee to his diaphragm.


“Heh.”


He let out a breathy chuckle before Sabine’s world flipped around her, casting stars in her vision and an ache to the back of her skull that would probably last all night. Sabine let out an oomph as Ezra slammed them both down on the shoulder she was occupying. Seizing the moment she locked her now free leg over his knee. Trapping them both into place. Unable to break her hold Ezra used his free right arm to deliver punches to her exposed ribs. The angle not enough for a full strike but sufficient to shorten her breaths.


It wasn’t long until his squirming freed his left arm too. Their combined weight set on her offending arm keeping it in place having made it loose feeling. They likely could have gone on this way for a while longer, or at least until he passed out or escaped. However a tap to the mat told Sabine that he relented. A victory for her as she released her hold. Both of them taking a moment to just lay there and breathe.


Leaning back on her elbows as they untangled themselves Sabine offered a weak laugh. Hand going to brush now slick hair from her eyes, watching Ezra pull himself from the mat. Face red and just as coated in sweat.


“That makes 20 to 16.”


He groaned while pulling off his parka.


“I almost had you.”


Ezra laid back on the mat. Not quite close enough to touch, but Sabine could still feel the heat that radiated off him.


“You say that every time.”


He inched closer. Till their shoulders touched and she could feel his warmth on her face. Turning those azure eyes on her once more with a cocky smirk spread over his red face.


“It’s true.”


Chapter End Notes
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He found her in their shared room. At her usual place when she had some rare moments to spare. Between their children and the clan it seemed she was always stretched thin. Pushed to the limits of sleep deprivation and malnutrition. She didn’t look up as he cleared a place at her workbench for a dinner tray. Ignoring the food in favor of the dissembled rifle occupying the table top.


<The meeting go that poorly?> He began, moving around to the side to better watch her work.


Ursa didn’t offer much in reply. Simply frowning as she pulled the upper receiver from its lower half. Turning it over in hand, searching for imperfections, before inserting a rod into the muzzle and down the barrel. He’d seen her do this a thousand times before. The rifle was clean. Had been clean, save perhaps for the dust accumulated on it from lack of use. A weapon that had lost its owner.


<As well as could be expected.> She finally returned. Furrowing her brows at the cloth tip of the cleaning rod when it emerged spotless. <We were able to come to an agreement.>


Alrich nodded. He eyed her untouched tray and wished silently she’d abandon the emaculate rifle for a moment to eat a small portion at the very least. The likelihood that she had eaten at all today was very slim as it was.


<I’d imagine he wanted ships and weapons.>


<Two kom’rk and fang squadrons, a thousand rifles, five thousand rounds of ammunition, 2 thousand of various explosives, and he wants to borrow a few engineers.>


Alrich cocked his head as he took in all the numbers she gave.


<How did he convince you to give him all of that?>


Ursa took this moment to swipe some bread from her tray. Alrich shook his head as she dipped it in the respective gravy despite the oil and grease coating her hands. Face curling in disgust when she stuffed the bread into her mouth and tasted it, realizing she’d forgotten to clean the mess from her hands. Not that it stopped her from continuing to eat.


He pulled a clean rag from a nearby drawer. Handing it over to her, intending it for Ursa to make some attempt to wipe the stain from her hands. Instead watching her use it to wipe her mouth instead.


<Here.>


From the drawer under her workbench Ursa handed him a rectangular block of metal. The likeness of a refined silver ingot but twice the weight for half the size.


<Is this?>


<Beskar.> She confirmed. <Half a crate to pay for everything and whatever else he might need.>


Admittedly this was the first time he’d held a beskar ingot in hand. It was so rare that whatever stockpile the clan may or may not have was most definitely kept locked in the master vault. The inside of which only three members of the entire clan have access to.


<I do hope he’s not planning on starting another civil war.>


One Vizsla instigated war was quite enough. He could only hope they wouldn’t be caught up in it. Surly Ursa wouldn’t support such an action despite their obligation to clan Vizsla. Alrich recalled some of the rumors he’d heard of Death Watch’s activates. Both before and after Ursa had been drafted into it. She didn’t speak of her work there. Once he had asked. Silence had been her only return. Though perhaps that was more than enough to tell him everything he need to know. The crimson under her heavily soot smothered armor did not go unnoticed. Neither did he miss her thousand yard stare or the way she washed her hands in scalding water for far too long.


Thankfully Ursa doused his fears when she shook her head.


<He doesn’t intend to move against Bo. Not that he’d be able to gain the supported needed to openly oppose her anyways.> She scoffed. <Bo is far too respected even among his own house.>


<If not war then what purpose does he have for an armada?>


Dinner tray cleared Ursa swiveled on her stool to face him fully. Her expression calm but serious. Never one for over embellishment. She was neutral but he could feel the fluttering in his stomach as she was about to tell him something he didn’t want to hear.


<There may yet be war.>


Alrich fought the urge to cringe outwardly.


<Remnant Imperial troops have increasingly been spotted within the sector. Normally we’d treat them like any other pirate or scavenger. However Tyr suspects another House of harboring them.>


A scowl spread over his features. Muscles clenching in fight or flight.


<Are you going to the front again?>


Her eyes drifted from his to the floor. He could practically feel his blood pressure and temperature rise with worry as Ursa considered her next words.


<It is all just speculation for now.>


But…


<However I will be leaving for Concordia.>


To…


Slowly her gaze returned to his. Amber eyes locking with his as she paused.


<I will be leading a recon team in Concordia’s polar north to search for weakness in Cinmur’kel.>


Did he hear that correctly? Cinmur’kel? His heart might as well leapt from his chest now.


<Absolutely not!> He turned. Now pacing the room. <You can’t go to that wall, Tyr can find someone else!>


She sighed. Standing stiffly from her stool.


<My expertise in both engineering and harsh arctic environments is required.>


His heart raced like a fist clenched tight striking against his chest. Ursa reached out to take his arm. The action preventing him from continuing to pace. Beskar ingot slipping from his fingers to thunk on the floor. Forgotten for the time.


<It is only reconnaissance.>


<That doesn’t mean I won’t worry.>


He refused to meet her stare.


<You will be too busy to worry.>


Alrich snapped his head back to her.


<Bo has asked for you personally to come to Manda’yaim. Your skills in diplomacy are needed in selecting a representative for the pacifist faction.>


He wrinkled his nose at her terminology. The way she had spoken faction. Hint of distaste slipping into her words. As if to say the protesters were more than just that. Like they were in some form of open rebellion against Bo-katan. He understood her perspective as a warrior. As who was by cultural beliefs denied access to Mandalore, to which all mandalorians consider their first home, because of the fanaticism of some. Though the late Duchess had meant well for those she considered her people, she had at the same time stoked the flames of ostracization.


For even as a boy he had only ever know the perspective of his parents and their tales of savage, ignorant warriors. To such an extent they had gone to differentiate themselves from the warriors even their ancient language had been labeled too barbaric to be taught as standard in primary academy. Replacing it instead with the more common basic and allowing the tongue to fade from the newer generations. Mostly due to its significance as part of the Six Actions.


<Pacifist people.> He corrected. Not out of spite for the former word but they are people, not just a faction.


Ursa raised a thin brow at him, releasing his arm.


<I will dispatch a small squad to escort you and see you safe while on Manda’yaim.>


<There will be no need for an escort.>


He watched a frown grow on her face. Posture straighten as she was about to protest.


<An escort of warriors will make it more difficult for me to do my job. I’m trying to help the people not oppress them.>


<You will need some protection. Unless you will start carrying a weapon. Though,> He caught the distinct eye roll she gave him while plopping back down on the stool. <It’s not like you can aim for shit.>


Alrich scoffed, hands on his hips in mock annoyance as he cast his stare down on her seated form.


<My words are all the weapons I’ll ever need.> He straightened his spine, chin turned up.


<Words don’t kill.> Ursa returned his challenged with crossed arms.


<For what reason would I need to kill?>


He held her gaze like not many could. Ursa could mask her feelings well behind blunt stoicism but he could see the glint of worry in those amber eyes.


<I will be fine.> She furrowed her brows at him as he collected her hands into his own, greasy gun stains and all, giving her fingers a light squeeze. <Unless Tyr intends to have me assassinated.>


The last bit was intended as a joke as he chuckled in an attempt to lighten the mood. However the way her face scrunched, was not very reassuring. Tyr wouldn’t have him killed. Alrich was at least 80 maybe 70 percent sure. They had been somewhat of friends once. The party that they were had once spent time bonding within that broken down shuttle everyone had called home. More than one time it had left the lot of them adrift in space, freezing as all the heat seeped out into the vacuum so agonizingly slowly.


Tyr had no right to blame Alrich for his current circumstance. The man had chosen his name and potential position over all else. In the end Tyr had achieved the power he so desired. Head of his House,  highest attainable position among the clans. Only that of Al’verde Cabur and Mand’alor above him, and yet to what cost does he owe his success. The cost of the life that could have been. Alrich had never been trying to take his place. Not that he would ever downplay his relationship with such an equation, but from the outside that may have been how it appeared. Rather he’d simply been trying to offer a helping hand to a friend in need. Never in his wildest dreams did he think they would bond over their shared love of a child. A child that came into this world far too early, underweight and silent.


<I’ll take only the flight crew with me and the kids.>


Now that he thought about it, he hadn’t the opportunity to take Tristan to see any of the art on Sundari as he had done with the older Sabine. Not with all the wars and occupations that had cropped up in such a short span of time. There was also one other thing he could share with them at the capital.


<Maybe I’ll take them to see my parents while I’m there.> 


Ursa’s subtle cringe had not gone unseen. She may have never met his kin but already had her own bias in regards to pacifists. Which if he was honest he was sure none of her thoughts were likely far off in regards to his parents specifically.


He hadn’t seen them in such a long time. The few times he had been back to Sundari since running away had not been long enough for any social visits. One occurrence even being as a political hostage. A delightful learning experience that had been. Who’d have thought Viceroy Saxon would have been afraid enough of Ursa to take hostages. There weren’t many clans he took such measures against but there were some sharing the definitely not a prison accommodations.


Saxon had not been pleased when he had managed to make his own paint from charcoal, various other scraps he could find and beautified the stale walls of his not a cell.


<You can take Tristan, but Sabine will be accompanying me.> Ursa informed. Continuing sternly before he could object. <While I’ll concede that Tristan is far too green for such a mission, it is time Sabine expanded her horizons.>


There wasn’t much room there for a challenge. Though he knew she was waiting patiently for him to do so. He and Ursa may not have always seen eye to eye, nor has he always been able to sway her resolve but she did always listen quietly for his opinion.


Alrich sighed. He knew when to choose his battles. As much as it now pained him he would now have to fear for Sabine as well this was not something she was about to budge on. She squeezed his hands in return, bare metal of her left hand chilling his fingers. Slightest upturn of lips gracing him with a pleasant smile.


<We will be alright.> Her voice softened. Sternness giving way to the real emotion. <Just promise me you won’t do anything reckless either.>


He openly laughed at that. Jostling them both with the motion.


<I can promise not to be reckless. Though in regards to doing anything stupid…>


She pulled her hands from his to frown as he trailed off. Right hand snatching at the fang that hung from his neck and pulling his head closer to her level.


<There’s still plenty of time to get the stupid out of you before I go.> She nearly whispered into his ear. Breathe hot on his jawline.


Leaning closer to press his check into her’s he felt her face flinch at the prickle of tiny stubble growing along his jaw.


Beep. Beep.


Ursa pulled back with a tsk. The sound emanating from her corner desk with a yellow glow of concern. At the foot of their bed on a storage bench where her helmet rested, he could also the faint flicker of a tiny light in the visor. Never mind that was not the proper resting place for her helmet, it seemed someone required the Countess’ presence.


He seated himself on the storage bench as she moved to place her hand on the com-pad.


<Report.> She deadpanned through the line.


<Herr’alor, I am to inform you krown wolf tracks have been found within our perimeter.>


If the desk had been made of softer material it likely would have cracked under the pressured of her curling fingers.


<Why was there no proximity alert?> There was an edge to her tone now. He did not envy the messenger at this moment.


<It did not go off, Herr’alor.>


<I noticed.>


Alrich flinched as if he were the one on the other end of the line.


<What is the status of the sensors?>


He completely understood the man’s hesitance to respond.


<They are all clear.>


<Where is Morrok?>


<Hanger two. He was to oversee the exchange of resources.>


<Send him to command and dispatch an available engineer Alor'ad to the sensors where they entered immediately.>


At this point he could hear the growl in her voice.


<Right away.>


The com went to static as Ursa raised her hand to pinch the bridge of her nose. She went straight for the rifle and began to place all the pieces in their proper places with the speed and precision of a veteran. Irritation in her tense shoulders. Alrich collected her gloves and bracers from the place next to him. Handing her each item to equip after she had scrubbed away the grease and oil.


Much to his surprise she took the now completed heavy sniper rifle into her arms, making a minor adjustment to the sights and pulling the locking pin from the action.


<Are you going to use that?> He asked quietly, not wanting to dredge up old memories.


<Might need it.> Ursa moved around to the munitions closet. His armor peeking at him from its rack as she leaned down to fetch the corresponding ammunition. <They’ve probably already made their way into the closest tree line waiting someone to stray too close.>


It was serious if she was about to use that weapon. It hadn’t been fired since its last owner, but he completely understood. Her westars just weren’t going to cut it against this foe. Last thing anyone wanted was to be within pistol range of them. Of course she had another standard sniper rifle in the closet but there wasn’t enough time to service it when this one was already clean and ready. She was pained by just the prospect of using it as was evident by her furrowed expression. As much as it reminded her of death the safety of the clan was more important.


Fingering the fang around his neck Alrich stood with Ursa’s helmet in hand. With a quick glance to the tight grip her fingers had on the stock and guard he somberly raised the helmet and fit it snug over her head. An action he had no love for do entirely for what it always entailed. Standing aside he watched her slip beyond the door. Though he knew for the moment she’d only being going to quell the wolves his mind couldn’t help but drift back to their earlier conversation. Bringing back memories of watching her go many times before. Every time leaving him to wonder if she would return colder than when she left. Worse was when the coms were silent for months on end and he could only hope she would return at all.


Chapter End Notes


This chapter started out a few different ways. Something that got cut from the final is that Ursa likes to tilt wall paintings and decorations in her free time much to Alrich's dismay. lol
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Wolf at the Door
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The air stung his throat as he panted. Trudging through soft shin deep snow left by last night’s storm. It was slow going, having to raise his feet high for each step just to get any amount of speed. Thick parka although warm was doing well to hinder any mobility the snow hadn’t already taken. Behind him a crunching of snow alerted him his pursuer had closed the distance. By the sound there had to have been more than before. Expanding his senses with the force he could tell there were five and to his surprise they had spread out into a decent pursuit formation.


“Bang!”


His hand went to his chest, fingers balling into the soft material covering as his movement came to a halt. Tall form jerking back and face scrunching in agony. A dry wheezing breath escaped his throat.


“You got me…” He heaved weakly. Knees wobbling as he took another weak step before buckling. His breaths becoming shallower as he finally fell face down.


A cheer of victory resounded, followed by more little feet crunching in the snow as they danced about.


“I got Jetii!”


Ezra smiled at the small girl’s cheer of victory in broken basic. The better part of the morning had been spent with the children chasing him around. Sabine had gone in a hurry, leaving him to escape the sparring room on his own. Something about a yellow alert. She’d played it off like it was some simple equipment malfunction. He’d been suspicious of her lie but more confused when she practically ran away after he gave Sabine her helmet as she rushed to get her gloves on. She’d always been weird about the helmet most of all the armor but the way she’d panicked had completely thrown him off and before he knew it Sabine stormed out the door leaving him alone in the most dangerous place on the planet. All he did was slip the helmet over Sabine’s head while her hands were full.


Did mandalorians find that rude?


The children didn’t give Ezra too much time to dwell on his thoughts. They were persistent in the hunt that was for sure, and it had taken him some time to convince them the game would be all the more fun without the wooden swords to which they could pummel him like a giant candy stuffed animal. With his apparent end at the hands of the little girl he started to pull himself out of the snow. It was cold after all.


“Nu eyaytir!”


He sputtered as at least 40 pounds of child fell on his back unexpectedly. They took his arm, twisted it in a lock and sat over his back. Ezra wiggled, tugging on his limb and testing the child’s strength. The hold was near perfect, though they lacked the proper seated position and their small child hands weren’t nearly large nor strong enough yet for an effective grasp. If this were Sabine he would be in serious trouble. Always one to take a fight, any fight, seriously she would have continued to twist his arm over his back until he either yielded or it dislocated.


“You’re too young to fight like this!”


This kid was, what six? They giggled and shifted their hands from his elbow to his wrist. Twisting the joint awkwardly to further cement their hold. Another child dove for his legs to assist in the pin. That shock of green locks told him it was Jacen.


“Little traitor!” Ezra struggled, shifting his legs for good measure. Jacen only smiled back smugly and Ezra wasn’t sure if it reminded him of Sabine or Zeb more.


Though he could have easily escaped even without the force, Ezra was sure to put up a good fight for their amusement. Laughing with the kids despite his capture and after a good while of fun he surprised them and rolled into the arm hold. The sudden movement left the small inexperienced warrior unable to recover, throwing them off balance and into the snow. It was easier then to pull his legs out from Jacen’s grasp. Around him the other children were quick to try to resubdue him. Eldest child of the bunch was the fastest to react. Adorned in bracers and shin guards he lunged for Ezra. The Jedi twisted his body, doing a twirl in the snow out of the way of the boy’s grapple. With a gentle hand giving the boy a shove with just enough strength to send him down. Ezra made a jump forward. Using just enough of the force to make for an impressive move but not too much to remind them he was a dreaded Jedi of fables.


The game began again as the group started in hot pursuit. The Jedi having to remind himself to slow his pace so they could enjoy nearly catching him. It was all fun and games until Ezra felt a familiar prickle in his spine. Starting as a cold chill as the feeling made its way up his back to a ringing in his ears. Ezra slid sideways over the surface of the snow. Avoiding the young child diving for his knees and tuning into the force. He allowed his senses to expand greater than before, eyes darting over the area in search of the sensation.


It was a hungry feeling that made his own stomach churn, accompanied by strong sense of being watched.


They had been playing in a clearing to the side of the rowdy festivities. The flat ground was a slight depression that allowed the Wren stronghold to loom over head. There were no trees or rocks large enough for someone to conceal themselves on the clearing. Looking to the stronghold, this morning’s frosty mist still hovering around the grey flat walls blurring its outline. Making the structure appear akin to a dark visage shrouded in fog. It was an eerie sight to behold from below seeming to give off its own shudder through the force, but not the urgent sensation he was looking for. It had to have been coming from the thicket.


Green brush, conifer trees and thorny bushes lined the back edge of the clearing. Thick enough with spring growth you couldn’t see too far into the mass. It had to have been coming from there! Ezra knew this feeling of danger rippling through the force laid just past the otherwise innocent foliage. A twin spot of blue stood out against the green brush, his eyes immediately focusing on the form of Jacen and a girl. Jacen waved for Ezra’s attention. Smiling with a toothy grin and pointing at a bush.


“Like Zeb’s hat!” Ezra caught the gist of what he was saying.


It had been a windless day, yet that bush before Jacen fluttered. The ringing in his ears heightened and he reached out with his hand despite the distance. Pulling Ezra took hold of the pair with his power sending them sliding back over the powdery surface. They screeched with then sudden movement but were in that instant out of reach of the snapping jaws that had come a second too late.


“Krown vlk!” An older child shouted.


It did indeed look like Zeb’s hat. Long flat head, thin black tipped ears and a mouth full of teeth. Biggest difference was this one was still attached to a broad neck and had long lanky legs which it used to clear the snow easily.


“At morut!” Someone shouted as the children rushed past him.


Ezra moved forward drawing his arms in before pushing out like a wave. The wolfish creature yelped as it flew back to the brush. Flailing as its lifted of the ground.


“Run!”


Jacen and the small girl scrambled to their feet. Ezra bounded forward to put himself between them and the animal. It thrashed in surprise until finally regaining its footing, snarling. Not as big as he thought it would be but an intimidating sight for sure. Especially in the way its mouth opened too wide and he could see all the teeth and drool lap over its tongue. The Jedi reached out to the beast. He hoped to turn it away without violence. It was just being an animal after all. He brushed its thoughts with a suggestion as the animal seemed to calm. Lips uncurling over the fangs and ears twitching.


“Go home.”


Ezra could feel the creature’s hesitation as it shifted from paw to paw. His own suggestion pushing against its hunger and instinct to satisfy that need. The wolf cocked its head at him and Ezra thought he had succeeded despite feeling rusty. A scream came from behind, the chilling sound of a fearful child. It was followed by blaster fire. The warrior on child duty was standing off with a wolf as well. He cursed himself at the realization, feeling ridiculously stupid for assuming the animal worked alone.


He jerked his body to the side quickly as teeth came for his face. Though this one had appeared pacified, the moment he'd given it his back the animal had quickly shifted back to being a predator. Ezra winced as a claw grazed his outer thigh. Countering with a push that sent the wolf back with strength this time. The yelp it made as its back struck a tree was an unpleasant one but he had to make the others first priority.


The warrior struggled and kicked as he was thrashed about. Forearm between powerful jaws as the animal hovered over. It tugged on his arm in a side to side motion, snarling in frustration and pawing over his chest searching for a soft place to puncture under the plate. Knife in his free arm the mandalorian struck the wolf’s shoulder, digging the blade in, earning an agonized howl. Another strike under the shoulder broke the wolf’s shock as it lunged again. This time its maw wrapping around his helmet, clacking on the metal as the fangs searched for purchase.


Ezra could only hope the man could forgive him as he ran past. The man was in armor while the children were not. He pulled a wolf back, stumbling it, as he counted off the kids. Eldest two in front doing their best to herd the younger ones forward. Jacen was there with the five of them. They were making great pace despite the wolf steadily closing the distance even with their head start. Just a single animal left running ahead of Ezra, though not for much longer. It was possible he might have caught up with the wolf until it put on a sudden burst of speed. At first he’d thought it was simply moving to stay out of his range when he heard a panicked sequel.


A bank of deep snow was waiting like trap for the smallest child to wade into. Swallowing him up to his waist as the wolf neared ready to pounce. However he hadn’t been abandoned to his fate as one of the older kids stopped to try and pull him free. Ezra gave himself a powerful thrust forward. The jump bringing him down over the animal as he gave it a good kick in the back. Rolling to his feet he quickly scooped the small boy up.


The first child had nearly made it to edge of the festival when warriors began to pour out from between the temporary buildings. Their response had seemed to take forever but he supposed not all that time has actually passed since the wolves appeared. Perception of time had always seemed askew when danger was afoot.


As shots broke the snow around him Ezra thought for a moment they would all be safe. The pain had come quickly enough he hardly noticed, and probably wouldn’t have if his toes hadn’t clipped the ground in a failed step. No doubt that burning in the back of his leg had come from claws. His knee was the first to strike the now, followed by the rest of his body as Ezra jerked his weight sideways. Falling on his shoulder rather than on the small child. A throaty roar rumbled as one of beasts fell over them. The Jedi shielded the child as best he could with his body. It was a heavy animal and Ezra braced himself on his arms to keep his own weight doubled by the wolf’s from crushing the poor kid. Claws dug into his back like blunt blades. It was hot and stung while the snow that was kicked up by furred paws was freezing as it pressed into the new wounds like shards of glass.


Screaming and sobbing was all he could hear. The animal’s head came down the side of his own. He could feel its muggy breath as hard teeth skimmed over his ear and down his cheek. He’d expected the teeth to close around his head. Could anticipate what it might feel like to have fangs sink into the skin and the flesh pulled from his face. It hacked, spraying his face with a gurgle. Full weight of the beast falling still onto his back. Foul smell of burnt fur and meat flooding his nose. Hot blood spreading over the back of his parka and neck. Belonging to the wolf or being his own, Ezra didn’t know.


Warriors crowded him after that. Their expressionless visors staring down at him. Wrens in their yellow on white. Others in dark blue on gray. It’d taken a group of them to haul the animal off his back. Ezra tried to speak. His voice breathless and strained as he tried to force words through chattering teeth. Frigid air drying out his throat.


“The others….ok?”


It hurt as they rolled him onto his side, but Ezra grit his teeth through the agony as the child was pulled from him. Wailing and beyond terrified they latched onto the closest Wren. No injuries the Ezra could see. Sprinkle of blood coating the kid’s sleeve that was likely his own. That was a relief. Ezra laid his head down with a sigh, though it came out more as a scratchy cough. Dry and bitter the reflex pulled at his back muscles further making him clench in agony. The shivering wasn’t helping either. Sweat that had been worked up and blood cooling.


There was chatter between warriors. Too fast for him to pick familiar words from their guttural language. Save perhaps for Jay-tee. Whether being said in calm or harsh tones he couldn’t quite tell over the sound of his own staggered breath and shivering. Though maybe he wasn’t shivering as much as before.


 “Edeemir gar edee!” One directed at him.


The foreign words wore lost as hands on either arm hoisted Ezra upright. It was a dull sting now. Cold from before drown in rising heat blazing over his skin. A warrior crouched before him as the others pulled him over their back. His eyes felt heavy and tired as he blinked slowly.


“K'oyacyi!” Someone tapped his face as they spoke, muffled behind a helmet and nearly in addible, or maybe they’d slapped his face. His cheek tingling where the gloved hand had been.


The armor Ezra was pressed against was like ice on his fiery skin. He turned his head much as he could muster, unable to decide if the cold felt nice or hurt. Ezra could see the wolf from this angle. He looked into the eyes of the animal that had nearly taken his life. Half lidded golden orbs stared back. Mouth agape and tongue hanging out as bright scarlet pooled around. A wide hole where its throat used to be, leaving much of its innards shredded and visible. The damage was clearly far greater than any pistol could muster. He felt sadness for the creature, hoping it had felt no pain.


Its body grew smaller and distant the more he watched, or maybe he was the one becoming distant. Easy swaying lulling him to sleep. He’d finally stopped shivering.


“Ezra!”


There was a flash of green and purple before he finally closed his eyes. He’d just take a quick nap for now. Then talk to Hera after he woke up. Ezra shifted with a groan. He wished someone would turn down the heat.


Chapter End Notes


Feel free to ask any questions or have theories. I'll try to answer most without giving to much away.
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Daunted
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Sabine was frustrated. Pressing her spade deeper into the snow with her heel. Huffing as she shoveled the snow into a waiting crate. She could have been at the festival spending time with Hera, Jacen and Rex or annoying the hell out of Zeb and Kallus. Instead she was here. Standing in a hole with half her crew trying to uncover sensor E-107. They’d been at it almost into the night, starting at E-100. The damn sensors were tall tree like structures. It was normal for them to be buried. The snow both camouflaged and acted as natural protection. Almost ten feet of snow was exactly the reason this was such a shitty job since some genius engineer decided to put the control ports at the very bottom.


Soaked through her body glove in sweat Sabine was sure her armor would need a thorough wash. The lack of sleep wasn’t helping her mood either. Not to mention the bruise under her eye kept brushing the inner workings of her helmet and the shoulder Ezra dropped her on was sore. Sabine hefted another pile of snow into the crate with a grunt. She really didn’t want to be thinking about him right now.


 


 


 


<Alor’ad Sabine.> Her secondary comlink had chimed. <Report.>


<Reporting.> Sabine answered breathily in what she could only hope was a professional voice and not the abashed tone she was feeling.


<An engineering Alor’ad is need to inspect the eastern perimeter sensors. Are you available for deployment?> She assumed based on the current festivities going on just outside he was asking if she was sober.


<Affirmative.> It took some effort to steel her voice flat enough for a neutral response.


<Report to hanger two. A temporary squad has been assembled. Deploy immediately to check beacons E- 100 through E-110. This is a yellow alert. Tampering is suspected. Caution is advised. You are to report back immediately to command with any findings.>


<I’ll go at once.> The line crackled to an end as Sabine swallowed back the lump that had formed in her throat, letting out a breath that did little to calm the flutter that had started in her chest all over again. A yellow alert was not a good sign.


“Is everything ok?”


She turned to Ezra who was now sitting up. Slightest bit of a bruise colored the sharp curve of his cheek.


“A yellow alert.”


“What’s that?”


“Nothing serious, just an equipment malfunction is all.” Sabine tried to give him a smile as she fought her bracers on. The gesture felt weak and she hoped it didn’t look as forced as the curl of her lips felt. There was a seriousness to his eyes she tried to ignore. It lasted only a moment before he returned the smile. His brighter and more genuine. She pulled her eyes away from his to retrieve the bits of plate that had been removed from her gloves.


“Don’t forget this.”


Ezra waited until Sabine turned to face him again. He held it up high before bringing the helmet down gently on to head, giving it a slight turn to either side for snugness. The action made her jump. Heat filling the helmet as it radiated of her cheeks. Sabine panicked, flinching back much to Ezra’s confusion.


 “I… have to go.”


 Hanging her head to avoid his eyes Sabine snatched her equipment belts from the wall in a hurry. She pushed past him, their shoulders bumping, trying to escape before he could get out any questions.


 


 


 


Sabine did what she did best. She ran away and took her emotions out on an inanimate object. In this case it was the snow, or maybe it was the spade she kicked harder than necessary. She knew Ezra didn’t understand that there was intimacy in putting someone’s helmet on them. Scratching the back of her helmet she sighed, trying to will the heat in her face to go away. He might as well have kissed her on the lips.


Early on Sabine had known how he felt. Hardly anyone could miss it. His affections for her had never really been subtle. Annoying at first, but as he had grown, matured, things between them had changed. She had changed too, grown as well, much in thanks to Kanan. There had at some point in time began a whisper in her mind. A racing pulse. A warmth under her skin whenever they worked together, and they worked together more often through the years.


It was at the time a foreign feeling. One she wasn’t aware of, nor did she understand how to react. If she should react. Then before any of them knew it Ezra was gone. Self-sacrificing Jedi that he was, Ezra had been whisked away to Manda knows where. They had all been devastated, yet Sabine couldn’t help but feel empty inside. The presence that had always been at her side was suddenly gone. Lost without that constant that he had once been. Time after that had been plenty. Enough to think and pull all the pieces together. At first making her regret letting Ezra go all the more. Blaming herself for seeing him, knowing what he was thinking and doing nothing. No, she hadn’t done nothing. Sabine had helped him by distracting the others.


Acceptance had never quite come, but the war ended. Lothal was safe. Manda’yaim was starting to stabilize. It was time to find Ezra and she would scour the galaxy. At the same time she had come to a decision. As much as she wanted to explore the feelings she had come to acknowledge, her buir called her home. They needed her. Wanted her.


The choice Sabine made, one that had nearly crumbled with her resolve when she saw Ezra after so long. She would have to smother the budding feelings she had for him. After all Sabine was mando’ad and she knew, as they embraced for the first time in years, that such a relationship could never be. A Jetii would never truly be safe around her people. Maybe he wasn’t even safe around her. Watching him struggle to even stand after the stag had almost gored him made her heart ache, for if she had been off with her throw Ezra would have been trampled for sure. This harsh world was no place for a Jetii. No place for Ezra, kind gentle soul that he is. Sabine wouldn’t ever try to make Ezra change. Just she wasn’t sure if she could change.


Already Sabine felt she had taken so many steps backwards.


Sabine turned abruptly to a tapping on the top of her helmet. It was Tristan that stood over her. She quickly swatted at his hand.


<Whatcha thinking about?>


<Just about the beacon. I’m hoping this is the one.>


She’d stared shoveling again. Considering getting back to the task might help clear her head.


<Don’t lie.>


Tristan moved to stand in the way of her spade. Some of the snow she’d been trying to toss into the crate falling over his boots.


<I’m just thinking about how much of a pain this is going to be to repair.>


He didn’t move at first. Both of them locking eyes from behind their visors.


<If you were really thinking about the beacon you wouldn’t be so upset.> Tristan planted his own shovel in the snow so he could cross his arms in a way that would be imposing if he wasn’t her vod’ika. <We both know searching the beacons for sabotage isn’t what’s stressing you out. You’re practically a prodigy when it comes to this stuff.>


That stung a little.


<You’ve always loved to tinker so I know damn well your hands wouldn’t be getting all sweaty over equipment.>


Sabine paused to look at her hands, nervous that he notice her palms were sweaty, when she realized she was wearing gloves. Deceptive ass.


<You’re in the way. Get back to shoveling, Ruus’alor.> 


He didn’t move. Even despite her out ranking him. Tristan had won the argument. Obviously it seemed he fully intended to keep pressing the issue until she either spilled the truth or punched him in the face. As Sabine slotted her shovel in the snow, gazing up at him in silence, Tristan put a step more of space between them. Arms still crossed but ready. He knew which response she would give but stood his ground regardless. Both of them were kov’buyce after all.


Thank the stars or force or whatever a distraction had come. Vrurik was immediately recognizable by the twin stripes that curved over his breast plate like fangs, lining up nicely with the bottom of his helmet’s pattering.  


<Alor’ad!> He came from the other side of the beacon. <We’ve uncovered the control panel.>


 Perfect. Sabine followed her second around the structure. Though making sure to give Tristan a helmeted glare as she did so.


The panel was like all the others. Dull grey, rectangular, and about the size of her torso. Meticulously Sabine scraped the away the snow clinging to the panel. The cover folded open after a quick code of which she knew as per her rank and skill class. Inside was a puzzle of blinking lights and switches. Fifty switches to be exact. None out of place. All of them in their correct positions. Sabine preceded to the next phase. Plugging into the panel and watching a stream of information pass through her wrist screen. The coding checked out as it passed and a green flash in her helmet’s HUD confirmed it was all clear.


As much as she was glad there was no signs of tampering Sabine was still annoyed they would now have to travel to the next beacon and dig it out too. Her shoulders slumped as she unplugged. Pausing before standing to close the cover. Ice was starting to form at the base of the box. Just enough to form a thin glossy sheet. Sabine ran her hands along the cover’s seal searching for wear that might have let snow in. There were none that she could see or feel. The structures were well insulated and designed to release heat slowly to prevent snow melting on the outside from flooding it.


Snow had to have gotten inside and when she opened the cover exposing it to the cold it froze again. That was the logical answer, yet she couldn't be so sure. Kneeling again Sabine pressed a finger into the first and second keys on the inner pad and with her other hand pulled a small latch at the bottom. The latch clicked and she was able to pull the face away from the wires it shielded.


<What are we looking at?>


The others started to hover over her head to peer into the machine. Crackling helmet tone had likely come from one of the warriors. Monster of exposed coiling wires filling the box with streaks of black, red, yellow, and green. Some as thick as fingers and others so thin they were swallowed into the larger groups. To most this may have looked like a mess but Sabine could see the order of how the wires were banded together. It didn’t take her long at all to see the problem.


This was well done. She could tell by how the cut wires were neatly taped off at the end. Positioned in a way so that they would not potentially touch another and set off the alarm. In the midst of the cut wires three had been taken from their places and soldered into the warning sequence. On those wires a small clip tapped the line forcing a permanent all clear. She gave a tug to the soldered wires. They were strongly fixed so likely the entire warning control case would need to be replaced. However since this was sabotage it would be safer to remove the entire control panel and examine it back at the workshop.


<I need a complete tool kit and a new control panel.> She announced.


Her crew scrambled out of the hole they dug. Due to the softness of the snow here her kom’rk was a bit further away than she would have liked to have landed but that would give her some time to check in with command.


<Ardo, start removing the outer locking bolts.>


He nodded, kneeling and pulling the corresponding tools from his belt. Sabine fidgeted with her range finder, tilting it until her comlink came alive with the proper channel.


<Sabine reporting.>


<What do you have?>


She cringed at the sound of the old voice. Biting back her animosity. Keeping her voice even while trying to swallow the resurfacing hurt as she responded to Morrok.


<Clear signs of tampering on beacon E-107.> There may have been a squeak to her tone. If Morrok noticed he didn’t berate her.


<How are you responding?>


The urge to roll her eyes came but she steeled it. Now was the time for professionalism. She wouldn’t let the issues between the two of them jeopardize the clan.


<I’m going to replace the box and bring it back for further inspection.>


There was a pause as she could feel the weight of her pauldrons double.


<Bring the tampered panel back then report to Herr’alor in the infirmary.>


<The infirmary? Did something-?>


<Finish your work and return, Alor’ad. I expect it to be done properly and not rushed.>


The line cut leaving her standing there confused with her hand still over the helmet com. Was he trying to make her panic and screw up? He can’t just leave her hanging with half the information. Was her buir injured? Was someone else injured? He irks her to no end. She doesn’t understand is how her buir tolerates him. They can often be heard bickering around halls or even in the great hall. Disagreeing on the simplest of clan management.


The jingle of tools had her looking up the wall of snow they had made while digging. Tala stumbled on the way down and spilled a few of Sabine’s tools. Tristan and a few others struggled to get the control box down the slope with its size and weight but managed without dropping it.


<All the supporting bolts have been removed.> Arro informed her.


<Kill the power.>


Arro did as commanded as Sabine began disconnecting the wires with tools Tala laid out for her. There were much larger bolts in the back and thick plugs that need disconnection before they could pull the box off the beacon. Removing it was the easy part. The hard part was getting the other one in its place. All without getting snow in it or dropping the damn thing on your toes. There are at least a hundred or more wires that would need connecting. The switches after that needing to be set at a specific places and frequency and the computer put in time. Cracking her fingers she set to work. For the moment it appeared she may be here through the night.


Relief had come when she flipped the final switch and closed he box. Command reporting the eastern beacons were now responding as they should. The kom’rk shook as she plopped herself into a seat with a sigh. Pulling her helmet away and pushing back the sweaty locks clinging to her face. As home came into view what she really wanted was to throw herself into bed. That would have to wait as something mysterious seemed to be awaiting her in the infirmary if Morrok was to be believed. Rubbing the sleep from her eyes Sabine reached over the side paneling to finger the ship’s comlink.


<Vrurik,> She announced into the ship. <See to it the control box from beacon E-107 gets down to engineering for inspection. Everyone else,> She stifled a yawn. Her voice haggard. <Everyone else is dismissed.>


No sooner did the gangplank touch the hanger floor was Sabine stepping off. The lift ride felt unbearably slow for a change and the halls far too quiet. That was until she made it to the medical wing. There she was met with a wall of warriors filling the usually spacious corridor. Surprising considering she knew the baar’ur loath congested halls. Some hushed chatter intensified as Sabine maneuvered between them in search for her buir. Worst case scenarios already filling her head.


<How dare you house a Jetii!> A man’s voice roared.


<The guests I keep are none of your business.> The cooler tone of her buir responded.


<None of my business?!> He was very offended. Sabine hadn’t recognized him at first by the muffle of his helmet but now she could tell it was their Alor’an Vizsla. Panic prompted her to push through the crowd faster and with more force.


“I want to know what’s going on!” Much to her surprise it was Hera she heard this time.


“Don’t interfere.” Her buir ordered. Annoyance clear through the buzz of her helmet.


“Like hell I won’t, not when one of my boys could be in danger!”


Ezra or Jacen in danger?


Sabine finally broke through to the first sight of her buir and Vizsla nearly squared off. Hera started forward only to have her buir block any advancement.


<Buir…> Sabine called.


Everyone involved noticed her presence now. Though Hera was the first to come running. Practically knocking Sabine down as she latched onto her shoulders.


“It’s Ezra…” Hera’s voice cracked ever so slightly, hands digging into Sabine’s arms.
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“You look miserable.”


Kallus cast Rex an evil eye as the elder clone sat at the table across from him. Tankard sloshing as it hit the wooden surface.


“I am not fond of freezing to death.” He offered an annoyed response while pulling his hood tighter.


Rex quirked a brow at him. Bit of amusement dancing in his eyes and curled lip as the clone brought his drink up for a swig.


“You could have refused the invitation.”


“Hera neglected to inform me Krownest was an icy abomination.” He practically hissed at the light breeze that passed through his parka.


Rex only snickered. Tankard wobbling as he slid it over the rough wooden surface.


“Here, you seem like you could use it more than me.”


Kallus wrinkled his nose as the beverage bumped his arm. It had a heavy smell. Not particularly foul but not sweet either. A thick grain odor.


“Relax.” Rex huffed “It’s not that mando tee-har stuff. Even I know to stay away from that.”


He nudged the drink back with his arm. Unwilling to pull his hands from the warmth of his coat.


“I’d rather keep my wits about me.”


When Rex cocked his head, hand moving to retrieve his tankard and expression curious, he took that as his que to elaborate.


“We’re surrounded by drunkards.” He waved around. “Drunkards armed to the teeth.”


The old clone nodded. He didn’t disagree, but didn’t appear bothered either.


“Putting aside for now how unsafe that is.” Kallus sighed. Years of Imperial rules making him see violations everywhere. “I’m pretty sure something suspicious is going on here.”


“What do you have in mind?” Rex leaned in to better hear him over the festivities.


“One.” He counted out with his fingers as he began. “That lower hangar was full of gauntlets, and I doubt all of them are from the guests.”


Rex nodded but there was some budding skepticism on his face.


“Two. When Hera asked about Sabine earlier, Ezra said she was called away to take care of a yellow alert.”


“Sabine told him it wasn’t a big deal.” Rex added.


“Right. Except when have you ever known a yellow alert to be no big deal?”


Inhaling deeply Rex tapped his hand on the table top. Drink left to his side.


“Usually we would be expecting a threat of some kind. Mobilizing the appropriate troops.”


“Exactly, and the Empire was no different.” Kallus leaned in. Glancing subtly over his shoulder and pointing into the crowd of mandalorians “Over there.”


They were pretty easy to spot to the trained eye. Lingering for too long, back straight, shoulders squared and gaze watchful. He was sure they were members of Sabine’s clan based on their colors and helmet patterns. Though peacekeepers were a necessity at any event. Especially given the types of goods being sold and consumed here, but the number he’d counted had nearly doubled since the fireworks display. It was obvious the way the mandos stopped periodically they were searching for something. Perhaps not for anything specific given the randomness of the stops, but they were clearly tense. Definitely on alert.


“That is strange. Vizslas are here too which makes things all the more suspect.”


Kallus noted the added harshness added to the name.


“Have a history?”


Rex took a long swig of his drink. Hissing as he slammed the tankard back down.


“Death Watch.” Was his only reply. Brows furrowed and eyes cast on the table. Face morphing into a deep frown.


He’d heard the name before of course. His research into mandalorians during his time with the ISB. While looking for useful information that might give him the upper hand over Sabine had brought Death Watch once or twice. A terrorist organization on Mandalore that the Empire had graciously liberated the planet from was what he could gather. The rest and probably most important information hidden behind a security wall not even he had the clearance to see through.


While Kallus debated if he should further push the subject of Death Watch a dry heaving cough drew his attention. Hera stood out first. The green hue of her skin contrasting brightly with the pale blue of her parka over the white and brown foreground. Though the heaving wasn’t coming from her. Lekku swaying as she shook her head. Exasperated with a hand on her hip as the other patted the wide back of Zeb. The normally sturdy lasat was doubled over clutching his throat as he coughed.


“Told ya not to try and chug it.” A mandalorian woman stood opposite of Hera. “I advised ya, tenderfoot, to take small drams until ya were used to it.”


She and the mando next to her shared a laugh at Zeb’s expense. The pair of them appareled in grey and dark blue. Pauldrons adorned with a red or maybe it was an orange-ish red silhouette of a winged hawk creature. Larger and more pronounced on the woman’s shoulders with dull gold embellishment. Not too much to be striking but enough Kallus would think she was an officer. A frosted bottled was in her hand. Cork tethered around the long neck swung around while she shook it as if to taunt Zeb more with its innocent appearing container.


From the side his eyes locked with Hera’s. Green orbs pleading for some form of assistance. Sharing a deliberating gaze with Rex, who shrugged, Kallus decided he’d spare the twi’lek from having to endure alone. However not before he swiped the old clone’s tankard on his way over.


“Hey, I wasn’t done with that!”


Zeb snatched the oversized cup from his hand as he offered. Guzzling it down with most of the liquid spilling over his chin. The sigh that came from Hera as she straightened told him she appreciated his arrival.


“Ugh.” Zeb let out a groan as he shook his head. Alcohol still dribbling down his face being flung everywhere.


Kallus’ attention however was on the mandalorian officer. She seemed to step back and take his measure. He returned the gesture in kind. Stiffening his posture and doing his best to appear bigger than he felt at the moment. The plate on her bulked up the woman’s form and she was just an inch or so taller than himself. Skin a bit darker than a tan with a copper tinge, there was a grouping of pale scars that trailed down a mangled ear to her chin. Shrapnel marks if he had to guess. Though most of it was partially hidden by the sway of her straw colored hair.


“Shiir’dra. Clan Vizsla, House Vizsla.” Her voice was a bit different than he was expecting. Lots of accent on the ‘i’ sounding like a long ‘e’ in Vizsla were he had usually heard it spoke with a more pronounced ‘z’. There was also a rasp to her tone. Smiling pleasantly as she offered him her hand to shake. Giving the bottle that had been in that hand to the other mando since her left was occupied by a helmet tucked under her arm.


 “Alexsandr Kallus.” He shook her arm the warrior way. As he’d seen Hera do before. “No clan or house.”


Kallus wasn’t sure why he tacked the no clan or house to his name but she seemed find it amusing. He imagined she could tell he wasn’t one of them by sight alone. A certain pair of shit talkers might be rubbing off on him. She tilted the right side of her head in his direction as he responded. Shaking his arm roughly as a hardy laugh had her shoulders shaking. It occurred to him Shear-drah’s hair wasn’t parted to cover the blemishes of an old wound but to hide the hearing impaired left ear from a would-be opponent.


“Well met.”


“Have you also come to try some spirits?” The other mandalorian offered. Voice masculine through the helmet.


“No, thank you.”


Kallus did his best not to offend them. It seemed easy enough to offend Sabine so he was more cautious with these strangers. Though when Shear-drah, which he hopes he’s is the correct pronunciation, gave more hint of amusement than offence he considered maybe Sabine was just being an ass.


“Don’t wuss out now, Kallus.”


The unexpected weight of Zeb’s large paw landing on his shoulder as the lasat pulled himself up nearly toppled the former Imperial.


“Zeb.” Hera warned.


 “Do you not partake?” Shiir’dra inquired with a tilt of her head. Sway of her hair revealing more of that ear was gone than he had originally seen.


“Not often. Maybe on special occasions.”


“An alcoholic then.” She surmised.


“What, no!” He was quick to defend. Perhaps a bit too quickly if the quirk of her brow was any indication. Denial fast enough that maybe some doubt had set into his own head. No. He wasn’t an alcoholic he just couldn’t hold his drink as well as Zeb or Sabine.


“Nah.” Large paw heavily patted his back. “The cold has just made him grumpy.” Zeb laughed. Horrific animal skin adorning his head sliding off center.


The helmeted one gave a nod. “This place is a frozen haran. I’d much prefer to be back home on Concordia.”


He could sense a small opening to pry for information. While pondering an angle of approach Hera makes the leap.


“What brings you to Krownest? Braving the cold for the festival as we are?”


Shiir-dra’s lips flatten into the slightest of smirks. The twi’lek made a large ripple that had not gone unnoticed by the mandalorian.


“Supply run.” Free hand coming to rest on her hip and chin upturned. “Not that we would miss such and an occasion.” A vague, but decent response. “Clan Wren has often accommodated its house throughout the centuries. Vaiidhas Tra’kel is impregnable after all.”


That seemed to become a bit smug. He felt as if that last bit was meant as a warning. Was that a name she spoke? Kallus started to ask when he noticed Shiir’dra’s attention was beyond him. Mandalorian’s were moving quickly through crowds. Turning around fully he could see they were all headed in the same direction. Shiir’dra’s face hardened. Pulling her helmet snugly on she gave what sounded like a stern command to the other mando. With a wave of her arm they fell back and started for the main entrance of the Wren stronghold. Hand on their helmet comlink.


“Remain here, aruetiise.” She commanded, stalking forward.


Blaster fire had him nearly ducking behind the nearest cover out of instinct.


“The boys went that way.” Hera spoke so softy she may have been talking to herself.


She darted off in the same direction as the mandalorians before anything could be considered.  Zeb followed without hesitation. Hot on Hera’s heels. Kallus would admit he hesitated some, but only because he hated charging in without a plan.


“Stay here!” He shouted at the Rex and the elder clone started out of his seat.


As much as Rex would want to follow it would be unsafe for him to keep pace with them and navigate the muddy trodden snow.


Wooden structures thinned before he emerged to a sea of mandos flooded over a flat plain. Sobbing was the first thing he noticed. Children were crying. He could see a few of them as they were being gathered up. The next sound was one he knew and still to this day would never cease to make his stomach churn.


Wail of agony came from a mandalorian laid on the snow. He cried out and heaved fast panicked breaths. Rolling and flailing as best he could as four others sat over him. Pinning him with their weight and fighting against his attempts to move. He was in shock. Kallus could tell that much. His mind disorientated by pain. Kallus frowned deeply. He watched one of the other mandos pull a line from his wrist mounted grapple. They wrapped it just above the injured man’s elbow before pulling tight.


“Baar’ur!” One of them shouted.


The arm below the elbow was limp. Hanging at a wrong angle and completely red. Kallus could see stained white bone protruding from where the arm should have met the elbow. Even with all he’d seen, all he’d done, it was still very real. The blood stunk and it was disgusting.


“Jacen!”


Hera embraced her son as he ran to her from a group of mandalorians. She lifted him off the ground as he cried and babbled incoherently. Stuttering out words between heavy breaths and chattering teeth.


“Take your child to the infirmary before he gets hypothermia.” A warrior pointed up at the stronghold. “Follow the others.”


She hesitated. Caught between wanting to keep both Jacen and Ezra safe.


“Go.” Zeb’s paw griped her should in reassurance. “I’ll search for him.” Kallus met the yellow stare of Zeb and nodded. He too would help search for Bridger.


None of them would have to look at all when the grouping of mandos parted. One emerged with Ezra slumped over his back. The back of his parka was a bright red. He seemed awake as they drew near, following the mandalorian back to the hold.


“What happened?”


Zeb had tried a million questions as they moved. It was easy to see Ezra was far too out of it to answer properly. Twice he asked Zeb to turn off the heater. By the time they started up the steps he’d closed his eyes.


“Run faster or hand him over!” Zeb snarled at the mandalorian.


Perhaps it wasn’t a wise course to growl at the help. At the top as Hera and then Ezra were rushed in Zeb made a sudden stop that nearly had him running into the lasat’s back. He thought at first the way Zeb jumped he might make both of them tumble down the stairs.


“That’s hot!” He hissed. Hand swatting at the long barrel of a rifle that jabbed into his side.


“Snarl at my verda again and it’s your pelt I’ll hang on my wall.”


 The Countess. This was the second time he’d seen her. Though her dark yellow striped armor and distinct helmet gave her away. She slung the rifle over her should. The muzzle still steaming.


“Make way for the baar’ur.” She made a shooing motion with her hand as the door behind her wished open.


Both of them shuffling to the far end of the landing as a trio of mandalorians in clean white rushed past. Red markings adorning their plate. Two of them carrying a field stretcher. Kallus didn’t recognize the markings they wore but the red and white color was pretty universal. He wasn’t aware mandalorians had dedicated medics, but he supposed he couldn’t really think of why they wouldn’t.


The Countess turned on her heel through the doors. She didn’t object when they followed her down the hall and into a lift so he guessed it was ok. He watched the Countess pass her left bracer over a computer panel on the wall. She hit some type of button under the inside of her helmet and the screens on both her bracer and wall flashed. Typing in what he assumed was the floor number the lift began to move. He wondered if her helmet was some sort of master key.


As the lift came to a stop and the doors came open the Countess shrugged off the large rifle and left it propped in the lift corner as they all exited. The crowd that had already gathered made way her. He and Kallus having to do some pushing to get through.


“Ursa!” A man roared over the crowd. “Ni’jorhaar tion'jor Jetii olar!”


 “Me’gar vaabir olar?” She responded. Moving to stand in the center of the gathered mandalorians.


Their language was lost on him and Zeb. It was harsh a back of the throat kind of pronunciation. He wished he had a translator droid at the moment. They trade some more words and it didn’t sound pretty. The man she was currently standing off against had the same amour as the man he’d met on day one. The one with the escort. Though he had his helmet on Kallus could still recognize the symbols and patterns on his dark blue plate. Behind him were more in similar attire.


It seemed they could go on like this forever. The Countess appeared to be far calmer about the situation that the man. House leader? Was that what Sabine had called him? Kallus wasn’t exactly sure what they were bickering about, but Vizsla would point at a door every now and again.


“Tion’agar karhaus Jetii!”


“Hos ni taylir gar naasad’de.” She responded to him coolly, if a bit biting.


“Naasad’de ni?” He seemed taken aback by that. Face hidden but there was a posture change. Vizsla shifting to stand right leg back as if preparing for combat.


“I want to know what’s going on!” Hera pushed into the open. Her sudden outburst riling Vizsla more.


“Don’t interfere.” The Countess ordered with a quick glance back at Hera. She was starting to sound annoyed.


“Like hell I won’t, not when one of my boys could be in danger!”


“Buir…” That voice had the Countess swiveling around.


Hera ran to Sabine. Grabbing on to her franticly.


“It’s Ezra…” There was crack in her voice. Tears threatening to fall.


Sabine’s face was initially shock before morphing into grief then finally settling on something between anger and sternness. She slipped from Hera to stand next to her mother.


“Where?”


“Safe.” Was her mother’s only response. Though that did little to stop Sabine from advancing a few steps and giving Vizsla a glare, fists balled at her sides.


“Alor’an Vizsla will not break guest rights.”


He wonders if he should do anything. If he could do anything. A quick look at the belts of the mandalorians around them confirmed they were all armed. Kallus patted the side of his pants in frustration. He’d left his sidearm on the Ghost. Not that he wasn’t sure that wouldn’t just escalate things.


“Ursa.” Vizsla calmed some. “You are Jetii kyramud. How could you allow one of them among your kin?” There was a bit of hurt escaping into his tone.


Sabine snapped around in her mother’s direction. Jaw hanging in disbelief.


“That was a long time ago.”


“How could you forgive the Jetii?” He was becoming agitated again, raising his voice. “Some of us lost more than a hand and an arm that day!” Vizsla held up his prosthetic hand for everyone to see.


“Keep the memory of Ner'vod out of your twisted need for more revenge. He’s dead. I killed him. It’s over.”


Kallus was thoroughly confused at this point.


“I remember you were devastated by her death.”


“How would you know? You weren’t there for m-   The Countess cut herself off midsentence. “I remember you left after. Couldn’t even be bothered to attend her hettyc.”


That had Vizsla bristling. He reached over his shoulder. Grasping the hilt of a sword and sliding it free.


“I’ll spare no Jetii.”


“I won’t let you near Ezra!” Sabine advanced more. Her hand going to a cylinder on the back of her belt.


“Luubid, Sabine.” The Countess called.


“I don’t want to kill you ad’ika, but I will maim you if I must.” He sounded sorrowful despite threatening bodily harm. Something about his wording was surprising to Sabine. Startling her momentarily.


Hera started forward to grab the Countess’ arm.


“Stop this.”


She didn’t respond but made a failed effort to shake the twi’lek off.


“This is your final warning.” Vizsla held his sword at an angle.


“If you do this, Tyr...” The Countess started.


There was cold hiss and flash of a blue light. Everyone was quiet. Distinct sound of a lightsaber’s activation could not be missed. Sabine responded to Vizsla by holding the weapon parallel to herself with both hands on the grip.


There was barely time for a breathe as he snapped out faster than a snake. Sword extended low for a wide upward sweep. Sabine reacted in turn. Body twisting to swing the bright blade down. A counter strike aimed to meet Vizsla’s approaching weapon. It would sear the thin sword in two for sure. To his right where Hera was latched onto the Countess in frustration and alarm, he watched the armored woman pull from the twi’lek’s grasp. Hand out stretched for Sabine.


What he had been expecting was to hear the familiar hiss of the hot blade cutting through the simple sword in a bright instant. Kallus had seen lightsabers cut through thicker, sturdier objects before. Knew from experience that closing the distance with such a weapon in play was certainly not going to leave you unscathed, as many a Stormtrooper had discovered. She would hack down, taking out the weapon, then sweep up across the opponent as he had seen Ezra, and Kanan before him, do near a hundred times.


There was a fizz and crackle rather than hiss. The Countess dug her hand into the back of Sabine’s collar. Kallus had never seen such an occurrence. The Countess’ reaction rushed, frantic even. Doing what she could to save her daughter as the sword came up. Blue light flickered out as metal contacted energy. Surprise with a hint of horror dawned on Sabine. Too far into her stroke there was no way to deflect or avoid what was to come. Kallus wanted nothing more than to squeeze his eyes shut as hard as he could, but they wouldn’t so much as flinch. Transfixed on the shine of the sharp edge as it curved ever closer.


The saving grace had only come as Sabine was jerked back roughly by her mother. Likely sparing the poor girl’s head from a nasty scalping. Kallus still ground his teeth with a cringe all the same as Sabine cried a horrible wail. Sword tip finding some of its intended mark despite the Countess’ efforts. A new found disgust dropped in his stomach as he watched the Countess step into reach with the effort to pull her daughter back. Strength of Vizsla’s great enough to continue its arc straight into the Countess’ helmet. The sound of metal on metal like claws in his ears. Vizsla was a large person and that reflected in the power of his swing. Even as the Countess twisted her head with remarkable reflexes, which could only belong to someone who spent decades honing their skills, to allow the blade to slide over her helmet. Kallus could still see her head recoil in the most unpleasant way.


Her hand came forward and she locked it onto Vizsla’s sword. Right arm drawing back with a closed fist.  Vizsla didn’t release his weapon but his left did come up to guard his face. The strike didn’t come and they both froze in place. Sword in the Countess’s grasp clanked some as he attempted to wiggle it free, but both of them remained otherwise still.


He heard a low growl. Zeb bared his teeth and started to rush forward.


“Stop.” Sabine’s brother pushed past him to get a hold on the lasat’s arm. “If you break guest rights we can’t protect you anymore.”


Damn. He really wanted to rush over to where Sabine had fallen. No doubt the others did too. She was sitting on her knees now. Breathing heavy and hunched over. Hands on her face. There was dripping through her fingers. He couldn’t see the damage past her hands and hair but Kallus cringed at the dark red color her bangs had become. 


“Won’t you at least go help her?” He shouted at her brother.


He didn’t give a response. Moving to stand in front of them. It wasn’t until he realized Tristan had his blaster out that it dawned on them they were in the middle of many mandalorian warriors with their weapons drawn pointing at the guy in the other color. Though there were fewer in dark blue than in grey.


“It would seem I’ve over stepped.” Vizsla was the one to break the quiet. “I haven’t forgotten how good your right is, though I wouldn’t want to be nailed by your left either.”


The Countess’s only response was to draw her fist back further.


“I concede. You have us outnumbered.”


She flattened her hand and raised it over head.


“Sha'kajir.” She ordered. Releasing the sword.


Slowly everyone lowered their weapons. Kallus wiped the sweat from his brow. There was no cover in this hall. The three of them would have most certainly been shot.


“The Jetii can live for now.” He returned his sword to his back. “I expect to see you on Concordia with more than what we agreed upon.”


Vizsla departed down the hall with his dark blue warriors.


“Mashukir.” She called out sternly.


The Wrens around them started to disperse, shuffling away quickly. Though judging by the harshness of her tone they may have been discreetly fleeing.


“Get them out of my sight.”


Tristan faced them. Kallus couldn’t really read the emotion on his face. Scrunched features like he was in pain but trying to remain neutral.


“You can go to your son in the child’s wing or return to your rooms.”


When it looked as though Hera or Zeb might push back he raised a hand to silence them.


“Please don’t make this any worse than it already is. They will be safe, I promise.”


“Come on you two.” Hera relented. “I need to get back before Jacen wakes up.”


Kallus looked back to the clearer hall as Tristan herded them away. Sabine was still as she was before with the Countess standing behind looking down over her.
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There was a smell he remembered. Overwhelming as it invaded his nostrils. Small tears threatening to flow down his bruised cheeks. Ezra grit his teeth and slathered more disinfectant onto the wound spread over his leg. While it wasn’t deep the area of damage was wide. So he endured the sting and odor. The stink of medical supplies was one he had come to hate over the years. Though such items were essential for their line of work, the stench was always a reminder of the time each one of them had brushed with death.


Kanan’s burn on his arm from their quarrel with the sith lord or loss of sight inflicted by Maul. Hera’s near death at the hands of the mandalorians. The two members who always seemed to accumulate the most damage were Zeb and Sabine. Warriors to their core. First to rush into battle and the last to retreat. Both persistent in hiding their wounds, though Sabine may have been more stubborn than even Zeb when it came time to be patched up.


The lasat had found himself in the med bay many times with bruises, scrapes and severe lacerations. Too many times for Ezra to count off. Fond of getting up close and personal with the enemy Zeb was usually the first to be injured. Rushing into the fray as he often did. Busting his fists on Imperial buckets. Ezra was surprised there was any skin left on his knuckles as often as he broke them. Sabine was a similar story though more a midrange fighter it wasn’t uncommon for her to be sporting a collection of bruises as well. The mandalorian would vehemently deny it but even as durable as her armor is, able to take many blaster shots, it didn’t fully take the shot as she claimed. Sure the most dangerous part, being the hot bolt of energy, was stopped or deflected in most cases. The impact sight could clearly be seen where it left the skin under the armored shell dotted in reds and purples.


He too had his share of hidden injuries. Thinking they were not worth the attention when clearly other members of the crew need the assistance more than he did. Hera would always find out one way or another.


“Ezra Bridger!” She would begin. Finger pointing and emerald eyes narrowing. Voice full of concern dipped in anger. “Don’t make me start stripping you down after every mission like I have to do with Sabine!”


Ezra chuckled to himself, resting his head back on the cold wall. What he wouldn’t give for Hera’s doting right about now. His leg was in agony. It was a deep pain that reached down to the very bone. Swollen and purple it very well may have been broken. Time after the destroyer came out of hyperspace was a blurry mess. It was likely his leg had been injured during the ships fall into the planet’s atmosphere. Either he fell on it when the destroyer touched down or some piece of heavy material fell on him.


Didn’t matter. Ezra wiped the accumulating sweat from his forehead. It wasn’t hard to find some bits of wreckage with the right size to splint his leg. Closing his eyes after to rest. He didn’t get much sleep. His clothes were now soaked through with sweat. At first he assumed it was from the strain of treating his leg but now he realized it was the planet was hot. Humid windless air seeped in through the broken windows slowly turning the destroyer into an oven.


Kanan’s light saber had called to him then and Ezra had spent nearly a day hobbling after it. The destroyer may have been wrecked but it provided him plenty of rations and he lucked out with one of the water tanks surviving. The planet was a tropical one with a long hot day and short cool night. Flora so tall and thick there was little to no wind. Ezra spent his days collecting fruit from nearby trees. At first at ground level and then high into the canopy after his leg recovered. Jumping form branch to branch for the best fruit and drinking fresh water collected in leaves.


Admittedly he spent more time playing with the local wild life than surviving like he should have been doing. Bounding through the trees with the cat-monkey creatures. He’d lost track of time some months ago. Though never straying from the shadow of the destroyer as it was still able to provide him with rations for many more months if not years. Insulated rooms giving him and his new companion cat-monkeys a warm place to sleep at night. Even if everything inside was slanted to the side with the ship.


He’d been on top when it happened. Started as a tingle in his spine. Then a ringing in his ears. Ezra had stopped playing with the animals to stare into the horizon. Sweeping his unruly hair out of his eyes. He grinned at the sight of a ship dropping below the clouds. Waving as it turned towards the overgrown star destroyer.


“Took you long enough…Sabine.”


“…you…awake…”


Ezra shifted. Eyes opening and squeezing shut again as bright light assaulted them. Stench of disinfectant in his nose. He groaned and fought to pull his hands from under the blanket. It was scratchy material that made his entire body hot.


“Too hot.” He managed to grumble.


“So you are awake.”


His sight as his eyes crept open was blurred, but he could still make out the dark haired figure and hear her voice.


“Leave the blanket on.”


He hissed and tried to and failed to flail as she pulled the blanket back over his torso.


“Fuck off, Sabine.” He groaned. Struggling again with the cover.


“Is that how you speak to my daughter?” Her stern voice hissed in return.


Ezra stiffened at her tone. Sucking in a gasp. His hands flew up to rub the sleepiness from his eyes. The figured cleared and the sight he though had been Sabine became her mother.


“Countess….” He felt heat rush to his cheeks. Slowly tugging on the blanket wishing he could hide under it forever.


“Bridger.” Her tone was even and aside from the slight raise of her brow her face was unreadable. “I’ll just assume that slip of the tongue was due to the amount of painkillers currently in your system.”


He gave her the best cheeky smile that he could. The Countess was the only other person in the small room. A medical room he realized by all the equipment. Beeping on the heart monitor spiking some.


“The kids…” He cringed at the pain that erupted in hot lines down his back as he tried to rise.


“You’re going to open your stitches. Lay back down.” The Countess ordered.


Ezra’s resolve to get up crumbled under her hard glare. He slid back down on the bed, pulling his blanket back to his chin.


“The children are fine. Only you and Tallon were injured.”


“Tallon, was that his name?” Ezra hoped he didn’t get hurt too badly.


“He got out of surgery a few hours ago.”


“Is Jacen ok?”


If the Countess was annoyed by his many questions she didn’t betray it.


“The boy is safe with his buir and the rest of her crew.”


Good. He was glad everyone was safe. Though Ezra was a bit disappointed he woke up without them he knew Jacen need everyone way more than he did. It was however strange the Countess was here. He was a bit suspicious even if he didn’t know why.


The woman sat on a chair not too far from his bedside. Calm and collected as always. Except if you squinted he could see that she wasn’t sat as tall as usual. There was a slight slouch in her posture and a darker hue to her left cheek and just above the eye. The pack resting on the back of her neck didn’t go unnoticed either. Ezra knew those as cold packs. They worked well to relive pain and muscle strain.


“Did something happen?”


He held his gaze on hers for what was probably the first time. The Countess appeared tired and worn but didn’t look away.


“It appears you bring trouble every time that you visit.”


Ezra frowned.


“I didn’t realize mandalorians were superstitious.”


“Not in the slightest.” That got a slight huff out of her. “But I can’t deny that my daughter would risk her life to save you if she thought you were in danger. Even from our own Alor’an.”


“Where is she?” He swallowed thickly. Worry for Sabine making his heart sink.


“Alive.”


He started to pull himself from the bed again.


“Don’t.” She ordered harsher than before. “Tear your stitches and I’ll have you strapped to the bed.”


Reluctantly he obeyed.


“Is Sabine ok?” He tried to fish for more information.


“She will be, though I doubt she’ll ever forget.”


Ezra gripped the sheets in thought.


“I suppose thanks are still in order for your heroics.” She leaned back in the chair. “All things aside you did save children of my clan and I should reward you.”


He frowned. Despite saying it she didn’t actually direct a thank you at him.


“I don’t need a reward. That everyone is alive is enough.”


“Are you sure? This should be sufficient enough.”


The Countess pulled it from a bag below her seat. Tossing the item in hand as if it were a toy.


“Where did you get that?” He could only whisper. Unsure if he should be horrified or excited.


“The where is not important.” She tossed it casually to the other hand. It clinked in her left hand and Ezra realized she wasn’t wearing gloves. The left hand was fake. Metallic in form. He wonders how she lost it.


She tossed the item to him. Ezra caught the cube clumsily. It radiated in his hands and glowed a brighter blue.


“Those are of use only to Jetii are they not?”


He could only nod as he turned the cube over. Ezra hadn’t thought he would ever see a holocron again. Wasn’t sure if he wanted to and yet Sabine’s mother somehow had one.


“It could be yours.”


“Could be?”


He frowned at the Countess. He wanted to know how she acquired it. At the same time however maybe it was best he didn’t.


“I’ll give you the cube, but in exchange you’ll leave Krownest and never speak to Sabine again.”


“What?!” That had his blood rushing again. “How could you say that?!”


“Do not raise your voice at me again.” There was an edge to each word. A quiet threat.


Ezra hesitated. Collecting himself before responding calmer this time.


“What happened?”


The Countess didn’t respond. Instead she held up a knife. Unsheathing it from the leather protecting it.


“You may choose the cube and never speak to Sabine again or take this knife.”


It looked homemade. Handle just long enough to fit in hand with a faint curve. It appeared to be carved from antler. There was no guard but the end where the antler met the metal was allowed to protrude some to prevent the hand from sliding forward. The blade was thin and perhaps the length of large palm. It shined in the light. Tip of the sharp metal coming to a slashing curve,


“Did something happen between Sabine and your Alor’an, Herr’alor?”


For a brief moment the Countess seemed startled he had addressed her with her Mando’a title instead of in basic. Such show of emotion was quickly hidden as she sheathed the blade.


“Make your choice, but do keep in mind that she could have died if you were not under guest rights. The penalty for attacking an Alor’an is death after all.”


Ezra could feel his blood pressure in his ears. He truly did not understand the mandalorians and their ways. Perhaps he should have just kept quiet from here on but agitation had overcome his better judgment.


“And what if she had died?” He snapped before thinking.


The Countess didn’t answer right away. Unwilling to answer or put off guard he didn’t care at the moment.


“Is your mandalorian pride so great-“


“I cannot punish the whole clan for one fool. Even if that fool is my daughter.”


“She’s still your child!”


Her shoulders tensed as she stood. Ezra had never seen the Countess as anything but neutral but now she was staring down with a frown that was on the verge of becoming a snarl. Her hand shot out and he was too shocked to flinch as the cold metal brushed his chin as she pulled him up by his shirt.


She brought her right arm up. The shrk it made as a small blade emerged from under her bracer just before his face was deafening. So close Ezra could see his reflection in it. He pulled back but her grip was firm.


“I’d have run my blade through his throat if anything happened to her.”


He fell back onto the bed as she released him. Snarl disappearing as she straightened.


“Sometimes” her voice was quiet, nearly a murmur. “Leaders must put aside their own feelings.”


Ezra looked away, feeling a bit guilty. She must be in tough situations often. Having to make decisions for many rather than herself. He didn’t envy her position, not sure he could make the hard choices if their roles were reversed.


The holocron’s glow drew him back to reality. It sat innocently in his lap beckoning him to open it. Its call through the force was a gentle one. The contents within likely could prove useful to the new Jedi. He could return information now lost, but never see Sabine again. Though maybe that would be for the best. He would likely only draw a larger line between Sabine and her people. Ezra looked to the knife the Countess had shown him as it rest on a table. Then back to the holocron.


“I know which one I want.”
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His hand had never ached so badly before. He could feel the blaster's in his fisted palm. Begging to be drawn. He wanted to shoot the man, needed to, but didn’t. With all his strength he willed his face neutral and watched his ori’vod fall to the floor. The color red jumped from Vizsla’s blade. Small spots dotting the floor and wall as the weapon arched straight into his buir’s helmet. Clash of the kad and beskar helm made a terrible cry as his buir quickly turned her head to lessen the impact to her face and neck.


It was strange. An impossible sight. Never before had he heard of anything outmatching a jetii’kad. On Manda’yaim he’d seen the weapons used. By Kanan, by Ezra, and the Dhkad by Sabine. Each weapon had been devastating on the field of battle. Slashing durasteel faster and easier than any goran forge cutter. It was baffling. Vizsla’s blade hadn’t just survived Sabine’s jetii’kad but had somehow put it out like a snuffed flame.


Sabine cried out and he bit his cheek. Body ridged as he stopped the lasat, Zeb, from charging in. If any of them broke guest rights Sabine and Ezra would be killed for sure. Tristan’s eyes snapped from the hunched form of Sabine as she cradled her face to his buir. They were in a deadlock. Vizsla’s free arm going up to defend his neck from his buir’s drawn back fist. It was almost as if Vizsla knew his buir carried a hidden bracer blade.


Vizsla relented. As the aggressor he’d broken guest rights. His buir was more than in the right to gut him where he stood, yet she withdrew. Tristan’s stomach twisted. She let Vizsla walk away unscathed. He at the very least owed them blood for blood.


He roared in anguish and anger. Fists pummeling the striking block. Padded material doing little to protect his fists from the firm sand inside. Sounds of repeated punches doing little to clear his head. He’d been at this forever, but found himself unable to quell his anger. At Vizsla, at buir, at Sabine, at himself.


When Sabine was been banished he had been angry at her. How dare she abandon her training at the academy. How dare she return as a traitor and demand they do so too. Speaking nonsense about the Empire and weapons. She put the clan in danger. Allowing the Empire to slowly tighten its noose around their necks. Tristan had always felt buir was right in all her decisions, but when Sabine returned igniting rebellion from the Empire he didn’t really know what was right anymore.


Tristan was not sure of Ezra at first. He had been taught to be warry of Jetii and to trust none, yet he and Ezra had fought side by side. To a mando’ad battle is life and they stood behind barricades together under enemy fire. Ezra had not shied away from the heat of combat like Tristan expected. The Jetii stood out front among the warriors deflecting bolts as his kin picked off clan Saxon. They were by all rights jurir’vod. The thought of his friend dead at the hands of Vizsla had not sat well with him. Boiling his blood nearly as much as the image of his ori’vod sitting in her own blood.


Really what Tristan hated was his own inability to help Sabine or Ezra.


The spar room door whooshed open but he ignored it in favor of more punching. There was a tear in the seam now and his fists were numb. A hand caught Tristan’s arm mid swing. The fingers dug into his bicep just below the pauldron. Tristan raised his right fist as the unknown disturber forced him around to face them. Fully cocked arm swung forward with the added momentum of his turn and he was completely prepared to give all his anger to the face of his interrupter. His fist went out and stopped, shaking with effort. Tristan grunted as his palm made contact with a hard metal surface.


<Buir!> He cried out. Voice cracking as he saw her. Her left hand tightening like a vise as he tried to pull away.


<What do you think you are doing?> Emotion spilled from her voice. She was angry with him.


<Training!>


He tried to rip from her grasp again. Using his free arm to push back, but buir caught his hand locking him in place where he could not escape. Even with his greater height he could not break her hold so he resorted to pushing instead. Laying his weight forward in an attempt to knock her stance off. She didn’t budge. Not even a little. Completely overwhelming his strength with her own. Squeezing his wrist in just the right way to break his clenched fists, and sweeping her foot out with a quick motion behind his leg.


Tristan fell flat on his rear. His hands went immediately to cover his face as he felt hot tears stream down. He didn’t want his buir to see him cry. Couldn’t let her see him so weak and frail like a child that had never worn armor. Shame flooded his mind as he knew she could see anyways. His breathing coming is short breaths. Buir had always told him to be strong. To keep a level head and not to let others see his weakness.


Here he was crying on the floor. The farthest thing from a warrior.


<Tristan.> Her tone was softer than before. <Look at me.> It almost sounded like a plea through his gasping breaths.


He couldn’t pull his hands away. Pinned to his face by growing shame.


Hands wrapped around his wrists. One cold and the other warm.


<Everything is going to be ok.>


Tristan slowly released the tension in his hands. Looking up through the teary image of his buir. He couldn’t remember the last time shed spoken to him with such a soft tone.


<What about> he hiccupped, <What about Sabine?>


<Sabine is fine. Now why are you in here hurting yourself?>


<I’m not hurt.> He sucked in. Willing his voice to stop cracking.


She frowned at him. Snatching his hand and beginning to pull the clasps from his gauntlet. Tristan struggled. Knowing what she would find beneath the material and metal.


<This is not training.>


The gauntlet dropped to the floor with a weighted thunk as she discarded it. Frown deepening as she pulled his hand closer, gently running her fingers over the purple that had bloomed on his knuckles.


<You know better than to punch a sand block while wearing plated gauntlets.> He flinched at her less than pleased tone. <So why are you here punishing yourself.>


 Tristan looked to the floor.


<I couldn’t do anything. I stood there and watched as my ori’vod was mutilated.>


Buir moved from kneeling on one knee to sitting. Fumbling with a pouch on the rear of her belt she produced a small white patch and spread it over his worn knuckles. The icy cold was soothing on his battered hand. Reliving some of the warmth that had swelled there.


<You did as you should.>


His head snapped up.


<As I should?> His voice raised some. Bit of anger rising again. <Vizsla tried to kill Sabine and I should do nothing?!> He snatched his hand back. <If I were stronger-


<Nothing would have changed.>


<Vizsla broke guest rights. How could you just let him walk away!> He snarled. Keeping his other hand close to his chest to prevent her from taking it.


She sighed.


<I never cared for politics, but you must understand that there are things happening behind the scenes. Things you don’t see.>


He didn’t understand.


<An attack on our Alor’an would mean doom for our clan.>


<So are just supposed to take it? Let them do as they please just like the Empire?>


Buir looked at him. He met her eyes but couldn’t read her face. She held her palm out to him. Expecting his other hand. He could continue to be stubborn but that would likely not spare him her gaze. It was childish to pout. Reluctantly Tristan gave up his hand. Looking anywhere else as she set about removing this gauntlet as well.


<There are other ways to see a debt paid.>


<What other ways?> Frustration sounded in his voice. She was being cryptic.


<You needn’t worry about that. Instead I need you to heal up in the next few days.> He winced as she placed another cool patch. Smoothing it over the new grooves on his swollen fist. <Your buir will be heading to Manda’yaim and he’ll need your protection.>


<How can I protect buir if I can’t even project Sabine?>


<Sabine is your ori’vod, fool.> She stood. Yanking Tristan up with her. <She’s the one that should be protecting you.>


He wasn’t sure when he had out grown his buir, but this close she had to look up to meet his eyes. Tristan took hold of his gauntlets as she pressed them to his chest plate. There was no reading her face to discern her thoughts. Perhaps he was he was used to her expressionlessness. Knowing she cared despite the cold exterior, yet he could never help the tinge of hurt that arose as she spoke to him as if he were just another warrior.


<Do not think yourself as weak. You prevented the others from escalating the situation. That was the best course of action.>


He supposed that was the best complement he could hope for from his buir. She seemed to look him up and down. Brushing what may have been imaginary dust from his shoulders.


<Here.>


She loosened the straps on her right bracer. Pulling the hidden knife from its place.


<Give me your arm.>


Tristan did as ordered. Surprised by the action.


<Your buir is adamant there will be no weapons on his little mission of diplomacy.>There appeared to be annoyance lurking in her tone as she tucked the knife’s mount under his bracer. Securing its straps and setting the blade trigger and spring. <So he’s likely to strip you of all yours as soon as the both of you are off, but he shouldn’t suspect you to have this.>


She took his wrist and showed him how to activate the blade. It sprung out quickly. Pointed tip protruding past his clenched fist.


<I know you are capable, Tristan. You are my son.> She stated matter of factly. Pulling the blades trigger back to show him how to hide it once more. <I trained you and Sabine just as I was trained by Bor.>


He remembered his training excursions well. Long hours he spent with just the three of them in the snow. Sabine had always made things look easy. Hitting all her targets while he could barely hold the blaster up. He was so small then. Traversing the snow made all his muscles burn as he had to fight his way through it waist deep. Sabine would always come to his rescue. Pulling him from the snow and letting him ride on her sled. Being older and bigger buir made her pull half their supplies. If his weight made her struggle more with the sled she never complained.


Tristan was much bigger than his ori’vod now. It was as if she had barely grown at all since leaving and yet she was still able to outdo him. Sabine could still out shoot him. She had more combat experience than he did and back when they were under imperial control Sabine was selected for training to be a future super commando. He hadn’t undergone the training at the academy as Sabine had. Saxon was only ever interested in keeping him close to keep his buir in line. Tristan was a hostage and he hadn’t even realized it until Sabine returned.


There wasn’t a memory he could recall that buir ever smiled.


<Shouldn’t Sabine be the one to protect him?>


<Sabine is going with me to Concordia.>


Even now it seemed Sabine was given the more complicated tasks.


<I see.>


<I trust you to keep your buir safe.>


He looked up from the floor. She trusted him?


<I won’t let you down.>


<Know your buir has a tendency to cause trouble where ever he goes.>


Tristan furrowed his brows at that. His buir a trouble maker? That was not something he knew him to be.


<Keep him on track, Tristan. Else he’ll spend the entire day painting.>


It was a bit strange hearing her speak of his buir as if he were a child.


<I don’t expect a direct attack but clans may try other ways of being a hindrance so you must be prepared.>


<I understand.> He nodded. His heart raced.


Sabine had always been ahead of him. Though she never did it on purpose Tristan had often felt trapped within her shadow. At first he was the vod’ika to a prodigy. Then the vod’ika to a traitor or often just the son of the Herr’alor. He wasn’t really sure when he had started looking for his own strength but there was something, a little voice maybe that told him to keep searching.


Someday he would have his own strength. Tristan stared at his bracer where the blade remained hidden and ready. It warmed his chest. Buir would lend him her strength until he found his own. He would become a better warrior for his family.


Her hands lingered. Fingers curling tighter into his arms. It was almost as if she was reluctant to release him. Like there was more she wanted to say. If there was more he couldn’t read it on her face. Finally her hands pulled away and buir took a step back.


<Be safe.> He thought he heard her say as she turned for the door, but it was probably his imagination.
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Waking up the second time around wasn’t nearly as frightful as the first. There was a weight at his side and he smiled at the sleeping form of Jacen curled up on his arm. The boy’s cheeks were red and his nose was leaving a pool on the blanket. Gross but Ezra was glad Jacen was able sleep after yesterday’s events. Was that yesterday? He realized he wasn’t sure how much time has passed. How long had it been since the Countess had been here?


Looking over he could now see Hera was currently occupying the seat. Zeb sat next to her and Rex was on the other side. They seemed to be engaged in a hushed but heated argument. Ezra wanted nothing more than to stretch his legs. He felt stiff an ached all over. Without waking Jacen, Ezra did his best to stretch out with a yawn.


“Ezra!” Hera was the first to come to his side.


“Bout time he wakes up.” Zeb followed, looking over Hera’s shoulder. “Been waiting forever.”


“Don’t pretend like you weren’t just as worried as the rest of us.” Rex added as he too approached Ezra’s bedside.


“How are you feeling?”


A mere look from Hera was enough to quiet the pair. Informing them now was not the time for banter.


“Been better.” He replied with a chuckle. Which to his surprise didn’t hurt his back as much as he was expecting. “Been worse too.”


She sighed at him. Face contorting as Hera did her best to remain strong and not cry. They both knew he’d been hurt far worse than this. Both physically and emotionally scarred. They all had been hurt as much by the years of running and fighting.


Ezra pulled his hand from under the blanket to offer her. She returned a smile and took his hand into hers. Wiping a small tear away as she did.


“What day is it? I’m starving.”


He’d meant it as a mood lightener. Though his belly was beginning to beg for food. It seemed to have the opposite affect he intended. He watched Hera’s lips purse together and new tear make its way down her cheek as she gripped his hand a little tighter.


“Ezra, dear.” She leaned forward to smooth out his messy bedridden hair. “It’s been two weeks.”


Two weeks?


“What?”


She only nodded in response. No wonder she looked so disheveled. Tired with shadows under her eyes. He took a closer look at the others. Zeb’s beard was unkempt and his fur looked like it needed a brushing and probably a wash. Rex wasn’t any better. His grey beard tangled and the old clone looked exhausted.


“Is everyone alright?”


He tried to sit up as some panic gripped his chest.


“When was the Countess here?”


“Don’t get up Ezra, the doc’s gotta clear you.” Zeb’s big paw eased him back down.


“Where’s Sabine?”


“The Countess was here?” He could hear the suspicious tone in Rex. “Why would she come here?”


“We didn’t know she came.” Zeb growled.


Ezra looked around the room. Had it all been a dream? To his side on an otherwise empty table were was a satchel. The same small leather bag the Countess had brought with her. Though the memory of her seated in the room was hazy, their conversation come flooding back to him.


“You alright?” Zeb asked.


“Yeah.” Ezra settled back down as Jacen began to stir. “Must’ve been a dream.”


The three of them exchanged questioning glances at his sudden stoicism, but not having the chance to push for details as Jacen groaned and sat up. Yawning wide with drool hanging from his mouth and snot in his nose. Hera seemed prepared for him as she produced a cloth to wipe away the mess. Ezra smiled as Jacen struggled agents her efforts, but soon found himself staring at the satchel once again. Part of him wanting to reach out for its contents. Take it in hand and confirm to himself the choice he already knew he made.


“You dreaming of the Countess?” Zeb laughed. “Here I thought you’d ben dreaming of a different mando.”


“Ezra can’t help it, Zeb.” Rex grinned ear to ear. “The kid’s got a type.”


Ezra stared at to two. His face undoubtedly red if the warmth in his cheeks and growing jeering was any indication. Thankfully Kallus arrived soon after. Bringing with him the smell of delicious food and a perfect distraction. Sparing Ezra either the shame of making of a halfhearted explanation that they would only laugh at him more for or the truth which he wasn’t willing to give at the moment.


 Unfortunate the food not only smelled amazing it looked the part too. Which only made his stomach grumble more.


“Good to see you awake, Bridger.” Kallus said as he handed out the trays of food. “If I’d known sooner I would have brought you some as well.”


Ezra slumped. Disappointed but knowing it couldn’t be helped.


“I’ll share my food with you, Ezra.”


 Jacen placed his tray in Ezra’s lap so they could both share what looked suspiciously like fried chicken squares.


“Hold on you two.” Hera turned on her mothering tone. “We don’t know if Ezra can eat solid food yet.” The both of them pouted. Doing their best impression of puppy eyes, though Jacen with a mouth full and cheeks expanded by food. “Kallus would you fetch one of the doctors for him.”


The puppy eyes weren’t very effective.


“Sure.”


It didn’t take long for Kallus to return with one of the doctors. Ezra wasn’t sure what he had been expecting of a mandalorian doctor, but this wasn’t it.


“I am Senna and I’ve been your doctor for the last two weeks.” The woman greeted with a warm smile and rather decent basic, offering Ezra her arm to shake.”


“Um. Hello.”


She was everything one would expect in a doctor. White lab coat and clipboard in hand, but with distinctive mandalorian undertones. Like the fact she was in full mandalorian plate armor under the lab coat. It was a light set compared to some of the gear he’d seen warriors wear but definitely armor. Painted a sterile white with a red marking he could partially see on the chest. Her hair was drawn back in a low tie with some escaping strands.


“How are you feeling?”


She began with the usual questions just like an average doctor. Nodding and writing in her pad with every answer he gave. Even setting the pad aside briefly to pull a pair of disposable gloves over the gloves she was already wearing.


“Do we need to leave for this part?” Zeb joked as she pulled the gloves on. Earning a red cheeked glared from Ezra.


They had all shared in a laugh at his expense. Doctor included, but Jacen may have just been laughing because everyone else was. Ezra liked to think the boy was still innocent and had yet become the little devil Zeb and Sabine were guiding him towards. Well ok, maybe he wasn’t the best role model either. Senna checked his mouth and ears as doctors do. Prodding his stomach with surprisingly bony fingers before ending with listening to his breathing.


“Well you seem to have recovered thus far.” She started removing the disposable gloves. “I’d recommend a light diet for now. Some strews and soups.”


“When can I leave?”


“You still need to recover, Ezra.” Hera doted.


“Whenever you feel ready.” The doctor informed. Tucking her pen into a pocket on her coat.


“What do you mean whenever he’s ready?” Hera seemed ready to attack the doctor. Obviously not agreeing.


She shrugged. Not at all effected by Hera’s motherly stare.


“If he can stand than he’s free to go. If not than he can remain to recover more.”


Ah, there’s the mandalorian he was waiting for. He supposed mandos didn’t stay hospitalized for long.


Hera was ready to protest but he squeezed her hand some. Letting her know he would be ok.


A bowl of strew arrived not long after the doctor left. Ezra scarfed it down despite Hera’s scolding. The clay bowl was empty soon enough and his belly was full.


“Well at least he has an appetite.” Kallus stated, earning a laugh from Rex.


“That is a good sign, if experience has told me anything!”


Now for a question he felt like had been ignored earlier.


“Has… Sabine been… here?”


He felt more hesitant in asking this time. As if he would betray something he didn’t yet want them to know. He licked his lips, realizing how dry and chapped they were.


Zeb furrowed his brows in a deep frown. Crossing his arms. Rex and Kallus looked to each other, then at Hera as she looked at them. No one seeming to want to say anything.


“Well we haven’t seen Sabine since you were hurt.” Hera finally spoke up, looking back from her silent conversation with Rex and Kallus.


Ezra felt like there might have been more she had to say but didn’t.


“Is she ok?”


“She will be, though I doubt she’ll ever forget.” The Countess’ words reverberated in his head. Which only furthered his own worry she may have been hurt in some way.


“Sabine is…” Zeb stepped forward to explain. Hesitating and avoiding Ezra’s eyes. The lasat rubbed the back of his head with a paw. Ears somewhat deflated.


“There was a scuffle of some sort that happened just after you were taken in by the medics.” Kallus interjected much to Zeb’s relief. “A lot of it was in mandalorian, but it seemed they were having an argument about you… I think.”


“But I can’t deny that my daughter would risk her life to save you if she thought you were in danger.”


Ezra gripped the empty bowl in his lap far too tight. Understanding more and more of his exchange with the Countess.


“At first it seemed like a dispute between the Countess and that guy in blue.”


“Even from our own Alor’an.”


“Then Sabine got there and it escalated…”


“Vizsla drew his sword and Sabine ignited the lightsaber and…” Hera added after Kallus trailed off. She took a deep breathe before continuing. “And it was something I’ve never seen before, Ezra.” He could see the shock reflected in her wide emerald eyes. “Vizsla lunged and the lightsaber, her lightsaber, it just…. it went out.”


“And Sabine?”


Hera looked about like she wanted to cry again. Bottom lip trembling and eyes becoming watery. Jacen slide off the side of his bed to hug his mother. Offering her some solace. Ezra didn’t know how much he knew, but what Jacen did know was his mother was upset and he did what he could.


“She’s alive, but she’s hurt.” He could hear the crack in her voice. “It may have been bad, or worse.”


He knew they weren’t saying all that had happened. Sugarcoating the worst of it, but Ezra could tell by their behavior it must not have been pleasant to witness. The air had grown cold once more and he was sure he was feeling their pain through the force as well.


Ezra nodded in acknowledgment. His hands losing their grip on the bowl. Not really sure how to respond at first.


“I think I’m ready to get up.”


“Ok.” Was Hera’s short response. Looking as if she might protest but relenting when he gave her a calming smile.


Clothes was what he needed. The ones he had been wearing were ruined. Bloodied most likely. He had more clothes in the room he’d been staying in, but it seemed the doctor had already arranged for some clothes. Zeb and Kallus came back rather quickly with the items.


“Do you, uh, need help?”


Zed paused to ask as Ezra looked over the items of clothing laid out before him. The others were on their way out to give him some privacy.


“Nah.”


He pulled the blankets way to reveal his legs. Starting the process of getting to his feet. His legs felt weak. It was surprising when he reached for his limb. Finding the muscle there smaller and his leg skinny.


“Oh.”


It shouldn’t have been surprising really. He had been in bed and probably on an IV the entire time so it made sense his muscles suffered. Ezra looked up to Zeb who lingered in front of the closed door, looking down at his toes.


“Maybe a little help.”


Ezra gave Zeb a toothy grin and held out his arms as if he were a child. Zeb smiled a little and came to balance Ezra as he stood on wobbly legs. Pulling his shirt away he could see the faint outline of some ribs and his collar bone. Twisting to look at his back there was still some pain there. Feeling his back he noted the strips of gauze and tape that were likely running the length of his wounds.


Zeb helped him get his shirt over his head without too much movement that would irritate the claw marks. A sleeveless under shirt then a form fitting black shirt over that. It almost felt like wearing a body glove and bore no decorations or markings. He supposed mandalorians weren’t much for intricacy on clothing when they wore armor all the time.


Balancing on Zeb he was he was able to pull his under shorts on. Followed by matching fitting pants. A thick over coat after that and thicker pants. Life on an ice planet he supposed. Have to wear more clothing than usual to keep warm. Socks had been the hardest to get on. Well socks and boots. Putting on all those other bits of clothing tired him out quite a bit, and bending over had been a no no. Pulling on his wounds as it did. So he sat as Zeb fought his socks onto feet that were rather alien to the lasat. The boots were buckle-less so he slid them on as they were with some fighting the thick leather.


“All set?”


Ezra reached for the satchel. Feeling inside he could tell it had for sure not been a dream. His hand gripping over the item as he slid it into the pocket of his bulky coat out of view of Zeb’s curious eyes.


“Yeah, I think I am.”


Chapter End Notes
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Chapter Notes


See the end of the chapter for notes
<Our Herr’alor is far too lenient. The girl should have stayed banished.> Morrok began. Standing just below their clan’s empty seat of power.


<The only leniency here is allowing Alor’an Vizsla to leave unscathed.> Za’an came to challenge him. Joining Morrok on the steps.


<He had every right in his actions. The Jetii should not have been here.>


<Jetii or not, the young man was protected under guest rights. Alor’an Vizsla was out of line.>


<You dare defend a Jetii?> Morrok snarled. Lips curled to bare his teeth at Za’an.


<I defend the tradition of guest rights.> Za’an was calmer than the elder Holt’verde. <Without these traditions we are no better than common reavers.> That seemed to stir up some controversy among those gathered in the great hall. Za’an turned from Morrok to address those below. <What traditions might we forget next? Might we become a bunch of rabid dogs? Where is the honor or thrill in slaying an unconscious and wounded man, be he Jetii or not?>


The murmuring grew in volume as Holt’verde and Ru’verde stared each other down from their respective sides of the seat. Though Alrich was sure there wouldn’t be nearly as much arguing going on if the seat was filled by Ursa.


He kept close to the wall. Alrich didn’t much care for the way his daughter and riduur were being spoken of, but he also lacked the power to quell this infighting. Sometimes he wanted to curse the warrior structured society. A world where only the strong had a voice. Annoying really that all the political influence he had on Mandalore and some other planets within or outside of the sector was forgotten every time he returns home.


Ursa would return before long and put an end to this bickering. As much as Alrich enjoyed a challenge he had grown tired of listening to a pair of brick walls argue with each other. The scene reminded him too much of the day Sabine was banished. The shock and horror that had been on his child’s face when the verdict was passed by Ursa. He was in just as much pain as Sabine as she fled Vaiidhas Tra’kel. Alrich fully intended to give Ursa a piece of his mind once they were behind closed doors.


Yet once he had come to their shared room, body tense and face hot in fury, all that anger was drained from him. With just a look he knew that the one hurt most by the decision was Ursa.


He froze at the entry when he saw her. Only one other time had he seen this side of her. It left his mind blanking and unable to react. Alrich could only stand and watch. Hot tears turning to rivers down his face.


She was on her knees. Hunched over with her head to the floor. Shaking all over and breathing in fast agonizing gasps in between hushed crying. Doing her best to muffle her own wails with a hand clenched far too tightly upon her mouth. Ursa was not one for strong emotion. She sought to hide her feelings from others, but could not contain the despair that had overflowed at the banishing her own child no matter how hard she tried.


Alrich collapsed to his knees behind her. Arms reaching out. Doing his best to calm her breathing, on the verge of hyperventilating as she was. When Ursa realized it was him she did her best to pull away. Fighting him at every step. Pulling her arms from him to hide her face. Her shame. She couldn’t let anyone, not even him see her weak state.


The memory was forever burned into his mind.


She had always been this way in some form or another. Closed off and stoic. Like the opposite side of a coin compared to her sister. Over time he managed to find cracks in her walls. To get to know the real Ursa behind them. Though there were some things he could never get out of her.


<Have I…. become…. my mother?!> She stammered out with a wail.


Ursa collapsed to the floor by now. Calming some. Tired out by her own gasping breath rather than giving in to his efforts to soothe her. For once Alrich didn’t know how to respond. Ursa had never spoken of either parent before, much less her mother. Any attempts at digging into her past were always shut down with a cold shoulder. Without any other idea of what to do Alrich opted to simply stay by her side. Holding her right hand so she could feel that he was there as she kept her face covered with the other.


Neither of them slept that night or the many nights after. It wasn’t long until Saxon arrived. Furious he demanded they hand over Sabine immediately.


<That traitor is no child of mine.>


Alrich watched her deliver that line so clearly and straight faced he almost believed her as well. Saxon on the other hand was somewhat pleased at Ursa’s so called loyalty.


<I didn’t think you were that heartless.> He made a move onto the throne’s lowest step. No doubt testing the waters. <But I suppose that is to be expected of Death Watch’s best saboteur.> He continued up until he could look Ursa in the eyes. <The things we all did back then… it’s good to know you still have it in you, Ursa.>


They stared at face to face for a while. Saxon frowned. Likely unable to discern the threat Ursa posed to him from her flat expression and tone. Finally Saxon backed away and Alrich was dizzy as oxygen flooded his lunges once more.


<I am in need of a Wren to replace the one I lost.> Saxon zeroed in on him and Alrich knew he should have stayed in the hall like Ursa ordered. <And a diplomat. There’s so much turmoil going on now, I’m sure you will have plenty of ways to put your skills to use back on Manda’yaim.>


He felt sick then. Like someone handed him poisoned water and he guzzled it down.


Alrich couldn’t refuse. If he did Saxon would bring the full might of the Empire down on them. If it were just clan against clan, Saxon against Wren he knew Ursa would stand her ground. She would have crushed Gar under her boot for daring to even look at her cross and all of clan Saxon would have burned for his transgressions, but what could one clan do against and Empire. House Vizsla had been unresponsive and they could not wait any longer.


He looked to Ursa, but she didn’t meet his gaze. Looking forward instead. Steeling herself for what was to come.


<I would be honored, Viceroy Saxon, for the opportunity.> Alrich bowed his head as was expected of him.


Tristan was taken as well. Still a boy he didn’t know the circumstances. Didn’t know of what was at stake. Believing the lie Ursa told him wholeheartedly as he was off to become a super commando in his disgraced sister’s place. Holding the honor of his clan on his shoulders.


Alrich long suspected Saxon had chosen a noncombatant and a child over Ursa herself because he knew her from battles past. The two fought under the same banner once. So Saxon likely knew sooner or later it would become hazardous to have an explosives expert and saboteur in such close proximity to where he slept.


With memories of pains past catching up to him Alrich made to slink out a side door. Though somehow not without out being noticed by Morrok. The diplomat in him allowed Alrich to remain composed even as the horribly scarred face of Morrok glared. He ignored the obvious attempt at provocation. Moving instead out the door and into the welcome relief of the cooler hall. Resting for a moment against the wall. Enjoying the iciness of the metal on his hot back. It was quiet and calming. Allowing Alrich to compose himself before setting off for the medical wing. Last thing he wanted was to carry old memories with him that his children would see.


Down the hall, take a left and four doors down was Sabine’s room. He knocked once. Then twice with no answer. It wasn’t late so he didn’t think she’d be asleep at this hour. Alrich opened door tentatively.


<Sabine?> He called. Entering slightly. Wary of whatever his daughter’s state of dress may have been.


There was no answer so Alrich entered fully. Flicking on the light on to the sight of a messy empty bed. He sighed. Exasperated. Of course she wasn’t in bed recovering. So much like her mother it was frustrating.


Why can’t the sick and injured just stay in bed for once?


<Where is Sabine?> He hailed one of the medics in the hall.


<She checked out some ours ago.>


While he wanted to be furious at the man for allowing a patient, his injured daughter, to just leave recovery Alrich knew there wasn’t anything they could have done to stop Sabine once she’d made up her mind.


Now he had to find her.


Sabine’s room was his first choice. Hoping she was there relaxing or painting. Choosing the solitude of her room rather than the medical wing where everyone could see her weakness. His hopes had been dashed as the door slid open. If it weren’t for current circumstances he’d scold her for the poor state of her room. The place looked like a storm had passed through with paint tubes and cans laying all over the sketch paper laden floor. It looked as though there was more paper than floor. Table full of equipment and canisters of volatile substances. Some of it having already spilled over onto the floor or rather the papers that now made up the floor.


Standing in the doorway Alrich looked to the floor directly in front of him. He couldn’t help the small smile that spread over his face at the sight. He could tell she had been here recently.


<Definitely her mother’s daughter.> He chuckled, reaching down to retrieve the pair of boots left in the way of the entrance.


Too many times he’d blundered over boots it was likely second nature by now to look for them in doorways. His room or not, Alrich took a moment to move them to a safer place out of the way. He considered for a moment going to see if she had gone to Bridger’s room, but thought that unlikely. Sabine would most likely not want anyone to see her weakness.


Searching more he should have known she would be here. Out in the lightly falling snow. She didn’t acknowledge his approach. His feet crunching loudly on the snow covered yard. Foot prints dotted the snow filling the training yard. From the way they were laid out it appeared she was training, or maybe just taking her rage out on a dummy.


Sabine remained still. Kneeling in the snow. Back straight and hands clenching her knees. Lightsaber resting in front. Alrich could see flecks of snow had begun to collect on her. It was a worrisome sight of Sabine absent of beskar and only in the grey body glove. Bootless and without gauntlets.


<Sabine.> He couldn’t help the displeasure in his tone at her carelessness. <What are you doing out here?>


She didn’t offer a response. Head lowering as her gaze went from the blanketed sky to the ground.


<At least wrap yourself with a cloth before you lose a toe.>


Alrich scanned the surroundings for anything to warm her before he would make a mad dash inside for a blanket.


<Here.> An electronic voice responded.


It was the magna guard that stood next to her. He watched the droid pull its own cloak off and present it to him. Alrich took the thick canvas like material and threw it over Sabine whether she wanted it or not.


<Thank you.>


<You’re welcome.>


He smiled at the droid. Painted a shade of alabaster and steel camouflage. Canary accents on the fore arms, shoulders and face. Golden stripe meeting at a downward point on the chest. Despite its rather tame coloration it certainly had Sabine’s hand all over it in small ways. Though he was a bit taken aback when it offered the cloak. Not expecting a droid built for war to be so polite.


<Let’s go inside.>


Sabine allowed herself to be pulled up. She gripped at his arms to steady her stiff legs as they came to face each other. The sight of the gauze and tape spread over the left side of her face and eye pulled at his heart. A thick scarlet line clear underneath the white material. She must have reopened the wound again while training. Instinctively his hand and went to gently brush her hair back and smooth out a piece that had begun to peel at the edge. Sabine turned her head away. Both of them standing in silence for a time.


She allowed him to lead her back inside, but silently refused to let Alrich to support her weight.


<I never understood mediation.> She finally spoke much to Alrich’s delight and grief at the hollowness of her voice.


<Were you trying to meditate?> He asked as softly as he could to avoid her shutting him out.


<No.> That earned a sad chuckle from her as they made their way inside. <I never had the patience.> She seemed to brighten at the memory. <Kanan would always get so aggravated with me, though he did his best not so show it.>


The droid followed close behind as he led Sabine through the hall. As if it were on guard to any threat. Its feet were heavy in the otherwise quiet hall. As they arrived back to Sabine’s room the droid set its staff on a weapons rack then fetched a spare chair for Alrich to be seated in. Afterwards silently retreating to a cleared spot near the wall. Its tall stature making it so the droid could easily touch the ceiling if it so chose.


<I see your droid is very well mannered.>


<Sparky?> She looked the droid up and down with a Tsk, but none the less a small smile. <He’s only kind off the sparing field.> She rubbed a spot on her side as if it were sore. <Otherwise he’s merciless.>


<Hmm. I wonder where he gets that from.>


Sabine gave him a huff but maintained her smile.


<I must say, your room has seen better days.>


He looked around trying to find something she would engage in with him.


<Which project were you working on?>


Alrich started to poke at a small grouping of cylinders laid out over a workbench. They were set next to a box of half spheres and jars of various colored powders.


<Those are detonators, buir.>


She informed and he quickly snatched his had away.


<Have you been to see Ezra?>


Good. Now she felt at ease enough to talk. He looked back to see Sabine staring at her feet as she swung them back and forth from her seat. Above her he could see blankets hanging disheveled over the side of her loft bed.


<He was unconscious when I went to see him last. General Syndulla and her crew were there with him.> She nodded so he continued. Busying himself with straightening her blankets as he spoke. <I have heard he’s up and about now. Hera spoke of him leaving for the temple. Are you going to see him before he’s gone?>


Are you going with him? He wanted to ask. It would certainly be safer than going with Ursa to Concordia.


<I should get dressed before I go to see them.>


Alrich stepped out for Sabine to put on the rest of her armor. He frowned at his reflection in her visor as she exited the room. It hadn’t taken her long to gather up the equipment and adorn it. The helmet however he knew she was hiding the gauze and bloody wound.


<Sabine, you are not headed into a warzone.> He wanted her to show her face. There was no reason for her to hide away from her friends.


Her foot falls fell silent as she stopped, but remained facing away from him.


<Not yet.>


<I’ll speak to your mother. You can come with Tristan and me to Mandalore.>


The helmet swayed as she shook her head.


<I want to go with her.> He could see her fists clench. <I won’t run away. Not ever again.>


Alrich couldn’t help but consider how familiar all of this was. Like a dream he’d had over and over again. Soon Sabine would join Ursa and they will head for Concordia. To what may become a battlefield in the days to come. His pace slowed some as he watched her walk ahead. He gripped his tunic where his heart ached. His little girl may never be the same. Maybe she was already different. How many times must he relive this nightmare?


Chapter End Notes
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Fools of the Heart
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His ship was fueled and ready for departure. All his things were on board and the hanger door was open. Forceful chilling wind rushing in. Wiping his scruffy hair around. He wasn’t loitering. Not at all. In fact he was currently awaiting the return of his lightsaber. Which was a perfect excuse for why he hadn’t left yet. Not that he needed an excuse. Given he needed his lightsaber and all. So here he stood, or rather leaned on a random crate near the ramp of his gauntlet. Crossing and uncrossing his feet, which wasn’t at all a sign his nerves were getting to him.


Ezra counted the mandos as they went about their business. There were a lot of engineer mandalorians about. Carrying tools or pushing floating flats loaded down with boxes. An alert siren sounded with flashing lights as a service door to the far side opened. He watched as what appeared to be a brand new, freshly painted, gauntlet was brought out onto the deck by an overhanging rail. A hover pushback then pulled it to an open space as the rail returned to the other bay. From what he could see as the doors remained open there were several in line to be pulled out.


That was interesting.


Watching the engineers more closely he noticed that some, who like himself were loitering, suddenly stiffened and when about making themselves appear hard at work. Following their line of sight he came upon the Countess striding down the lane. Ezra straightened. Hoping she was occupied with other matters and would walk past him or even better to veer towards the area where the work was being done. Helmeted, he assumed she would be heading away from him since that seemed to be were her attention was directed. Carefully watching the gauntlets move like a predatory bird.


Ezra was by the will of the force, very unlucky.


Firmly in hand was his lightsaber. In that moment he was both utterly horrified and disappointed. Part of him hoping Sabine would be the one to come. Ezra stood at attention as the Countess approached. Helmet shifting down then up as she appraised the flighty Ezra. 


“You’re feeling better.”


Strange that she stated rather than asked. Voice hinting at annoyance. Was this woman simply incapable of showing concern? Did she have any concern for his wellbeing? He was suspicious of her by now. She did seem to show some care when he risked reopening his stitches or perhaps she considered another round of stitches a hassle. Though he couldn’t deny the Countess did cover him again when he fought against his blankets. Which he didn’t have another explanation for.


Unless his death would have been more trouble that keeping him alive.


Times like this he really wanted to pull all his hair out. Sabine’s family was so complicated. If Ezra focused on the force, the Countess' presence was not one he could make out as cruel. It was however a cold presence, like how butting your head against a durasteel wall might feel. Sure it would hurt your head but the wall was there for a reason. To defend whatever may lay on the other side. She was shrouded in mystery. Always in the company of a looming storm cloud as if she carried some deep seeded sorrow.


Without a word her left hand extended. Lightsaber held by the base. Ezra took hold but the weapon refused to budge. He hesitated, staring up at the Countess in surprise. His own surprised mug stared back. Visor too black to view beyond. She hadn’t released his weapon and Ezra considered his options. He couldn’t know her motivation through the helmet. Not that he could glean much from her expression anyways.


Was she wanting him to do something? To let go? To hold on? To take it by force? What would that mean? Would it mean anything or was he over thinking the situation?


His eyes roamed over her helmet. Searching for something, anything to ease his growing anxiety. All Wrens had a similar marking decorating their helmet. The Countess’ however always had a unique appearance compared to others. The lines thicker and color fuller. Most helmets seemed to always be in between a state of scuffed to covered in tiny scratches. It was surprising to see gear that always got so much care to be in such disrepair in terms of appearance. Mandalorians appearing to revel in each scratch as they did battles scars like the two were one in the same. Even Sabine who paid special attention to artistic detail on every spray of paint never fixed marks left by combat. The paint only seeing a renewal when she felt like a change in the design entirely.


These tiny marks often went unnoticed to those without the understanding to look for them, yet across the left side of the Countess' helmet was a remarkably large abrasion he’d have to be blind to miss. Ezra had seen the Countess’ helmet enough to know the mark, which looked like something had skid roughly across its face, was entirely new. A wide mark it began at the ear and spread in a widening sweep over the forehead and part of the cheek leaving streaks in what paint remained.


Ezra bit the inside of his cheek. Steeling himself as he stared into what he could assume was the Countess’ eyes behind the visor. His grip tightening around the lightsaber’s hilt, just above where her hand rested. Ezra didn’t attempt to force it from her grasp and neither was he relinquish his grasp. Instead steadying his hold. It was likely she could feel the tension in his hand as he waited to receive the lightsaber.


To his surprise she released her death grip on the hilt. Hand falling away slowly to her side. Ezra held the weapon to his chest as she remained silently staring. Not a word as she turned as strode away. He exhaled, then inhaled slowly to calm his galloping heartbeat. He didn’t understand her purpose, but it seemed whatever it was she got what she was looking for.


Hera was watching the encounter from the bottom of the Ghost’s ramp. She stood arms crossed with a scowl. Ezra waved which softened her features some. They were a few ships apart in the hangar so Ezra held his lightsaber high to reassure Hera the Countess only came to return the item. Her arms uncrossed and it looked as though she might walk over when Chopper came charging down the ramp spinning his top and flailing his arms.


Zeb came speeding after him. Chasing the droid around the area until Hera finally turned and scolded them both. Ezra couldn’t hear any of it given the distance and the noise of the hangar but he imagined she gave them both hull cleaning duty for a while. He laughed, remembering all the times he had do the job himself. A particularly agonizing task came to mind. The time he and Sabine were made to clean the entire hull of all ion scoring after they destroyed that Imperial relay station.


Grinning to himself Ezra turned to look down the hangar again where his smile faded. Sabine wasn’t going to come. That was clear. Else she would have been here by now. He didn’t know why she has stayed away for all this time. At the very least Sabine should have reassured Hera that she was ok, but for whatever reason she didn’t. He knew she would hide any injury she may have sustained, but two weeks was a little extreme.


Ezra made his way up the ramp. He hoped the navigation system was finished duplicating so he could give the data card to Hera already. He felt it immediately. The presence of another. They were cold, like someone brewing in their own anger and sorrow. He needn’t look too hard for them as they were seated in the captain’s chair rotated back to face him.


“Making a copy of the navigation?”


“Sabine!”


Ezra started forward but stopped after a step. He was both delighted and somehow uncomfortable in her presence. 


“Hera wanted to update the Ghost’s nav-compute with something more detailed.” He began slowly. Not really sure why he felt hesitant.


“Oh.” She responded short and softly.


He watched her sway the chair from side to side with her feet. Helmeted head facing the stream of downloading information near the center console.


“Are…you…angry?”


Her visor shifted to face him, tilting curiously. Though Sabine remained slouched in the chair, laid back with her arms handing over the arm rests.


“Do I sound angry?”


It was hard to tell at first due to the muffle caused by the helmet but he’s sure now her voice sounded different. Like it lacked her usual enthusiasm.


“A little.”


“That wasn’t my intention.”


“So you’re not mad Hera is modifying your work?”


She paused before looking back to the download. Ezra took the time to close the distance between them with light tentative steps.


“Guess I’m just wondering why she didn’t ask me to do it.”


“Well I’m sure Hera just didn’t want to bother you. She probably assumed you would be too busy.” He supplied quickly. Too quickly.


“I’m never too busy for Hera.”


“Then why has no one seen you for two weeks?”


He hadn’t meant to say it so bluntly like an accusation but Ezra guessed he was a little peeved at her for doing that to Hera. Sabine’s head snapped in his direction but she didn’t answer. Her lack of response emboldened him to push the issue more. Ezra didn’t understand how she could sit there relaxed while Hera was nearly in tears at the mere mention of Sabine’s name just hours ago.


“Take off your helmet.”


“What?”


“You heard me.”


She was sitting forward now. Head tilted up to look at him as he closed the distance to hover over her. He could see her fingers curl over the arm rests, balling into fists.


“What are you hiding?” He tried again. Softer, less accusing this time.


He expected something from her. Retaliation of some kind, angry words or a fist most likely. However he had not been expecting her arms to wrap around his thighs as she pulled him in for a hug. Ezra startled and had to resist the urge to jump away at the sudden and completely out of the blue action.


“I’m glad you’re ok, Ezra.”


Sabine spoke like a whisper as her grip tightened. Side of her helmet pressed into his stomach. Half of him wanted to ask her to confirm what she had just said. The other half knowing she wasn’t going to repeat something so emotional. He returned the hug as best he could from his standing position. Abandoning the idea of getting any answers from her. If she was going to give any answers she would. Trying to pry them from Sabine would just have her lock down further into herself.


The hug she offered didn’t last long. Sabine pulled back within moments. Though as she did Ezra let his hands linger on either side of her helmet. Testing to see if she would swat them away. When she didn’t protest he slowly pulled the helmet over her head.


“I didn’t want Hera to see me like this.”


He inhaled deeply as he took in her appearance. Her hair was unkept. Falling over her face in messy locks. She looked paler and there was a dark circle under her eye, the eye that he could see. The other side of her face was near completely covered in a bandage. There was a light spotting of a dark red underneath. Starting below her ear, across the eye and into her hairline.


“Is it still bleeding?”


Ezra brought his hand up where it ghosted over Sabine’s jaw as he hesitated to reach for her.


“I reopened it while I was training.”


“Why would you be training with a wound like that?”


She smiled thinly for the first time.


“It helps me think.”


“How bad is it?”


“Doesn’t really hurt as much as breaking my nose did.”


“Sorry.”


He grimaced which earned a chuckle from Sabine. Pushing him back a step so she could stand. From a pouch on her belt she produced a thin leather necklace.


“Here.” Ezra bent over just enough for Sabine to get it over his head.


“Is that a tooth?”


He fiddled with the long curved fang dangling at the end. A small piece of wire coiled around the root of the fang tethering it to the leather string.


“It’s traditional for someone who survives an animal attack to wear one of their teeth as reminder.”


She pressed closer into his space to adjust the length of the sting. Ezra could feel her breath on his neck and did his best to keep his hands to his sides. Focusing on the tooth. It was a large one. From one of the wolves he realized. As long as his hand, he hated to think what that fang could have done if the animal had gotten a bite on him.


“I heard you were leaving for the Jedi temple?”


“Yup.”


He couldn’t think of anything other than a curt response. Sabine was still in his bubble. He could feel her hands through his parka, slowly smoothing down the front. Unsure if it was intentional or not as her eyes were focused on the fang.


“When are you leaving?”


“As soon as possible, I suppose.”


Her fingers dug in some as they continued their movement. Ezra froze, he was sure it was intentional now but didn’t know how to respond. Despite wearing so many layers it felt like her hands left hot marks on his skin. His hands twitched, rising from his sides, Ezra wondered if it would be ok to pull her closer.


“Is…this a knife?”


The sudden question breaking the silence made him jump. His faced flushing red as he looked down. Sabine’s hand was in the pocket of his parka. It snapped what she had and he recoiled trying to catch her hand, but he was too slow as Sabine evaded his attempts.


“This is beskar.” She sounded surprised as the blade came unsheathed. “Where did you get this?”


 Whatever had been between them moments ago was gone. Replaced by a furrowed brow and questioning glare.


“I didn’t steal it…”


He held his hands up in surrender as she pointed the blade at him.


“I know you didn’t steal it.” Sabine rolled her eyes. “Someone gave it to you. Who was it?”


Ezra took steps back as she advanced. Looking not nearly as friendly as before. He kinda wished he’d put the knife in a different pocket at the moment or maybe it would have been smarter to have stored it away the moment he got on his ship. It wasn’t long until Sabine had him cornered at the cockpit doors.


“Does it matter who gave it to me?”


“It matters what it means.” She hissed.


“What does it mean?”


“Tell me who first.”


Swallowing thickly he watched her wave the blade around. In what probably would have been a threatening manner for anyone other than Sabine. If Sabine was being threatening the knife would be in him already and not in her hand. That however didn’t make him feel any less like a trapped loth cat. He eyed the door’s control panel. If he ran that would only piss her off more and he knew she had just as accurate aim with a blade as she did with a blaster. Ezra considered the truth as she became ever more impatient.


“I got it from Alrich.”


“If you’re going to lie at least try to make believable.” She huffed. “My father would sooner give someone a pen then a knife.”


“Tristan gave it to me.”


That had Sabine cocking her head to the side. Looking him up and down with an amused smirk.


“I doubt that.”


“You’re the one that asked and you don’t even believe my answer?” He gave mock hurt trying to sell the lie further.


 “Ezra, you’re hardly Tristan’s type. Last thing he would want is your scrawny ass.” Sabine snorted as she sheathed the blade. “Try again.”


Not his type?


“I do not have a scrawny ass!”


“Compared to a mando’ad you are scrawny.” She stated matter of factly. Hands on her hips.


“How would you know?” He was a bit offended. His ass happened to be rather firm if he said so himself.


“We lived on the same ship for years, don’t pretend like you didn’t walk around the Ghost in nothing but a towel after a shower.”


He did do that a few times, but didn’t think anything of it. They all had often done the same thing when their clothes were still being washed. He wasn’t the only one by far, not that he was counting the times Sabine came out of the shower in only a towel…


“Wait. Where you checking me out?”


Her mouth opened like she had a response waiting but he hadn’t responded as she thought he would. Eye widening as her mouth snapped shut. Sabine turned her head away with a frown.


“Just tell me who gave you the knife.”


“Your mother.”


She looked at him slowly. As if she was considering the possibility before shaking her head and sighing. Sabine shoved the sheathed knife into his chest.


“Fine then. Don’t tell me.”


He wanted to roll his eyes at her as she pouted, arms crossed over her breastplate. She didn’t believe it was the Countess that gave him the knife. He could correct her. Assure Sabine it had indeed been her mother that did so. Maybe she would tell him what it meant after. Ezra gripped the knife at his chest. What was that damn woman trying to tell him that she couldn’t use words to do so? Damn the Countess for being so cryptic and hard to read.


As Sabine was scowling at the flickering of the ship’s combat system Ezra spread his arms, enveloping Sabine and pulling her close. The action made her flinch but she didn’t pull away. Though she didn’t make an effort to return the embrace either. Seeming to pout with her face in his chest.


“I’ll come see you as soon as I finish my task.”


He squeezed her a little tighter as he spoke to the ceiling. Edges of her armor digging into him.


“I don’t know when I’ll be back.”


“You’re leaving Krownest?”


“Yeah.”


“Where are you going?”


Sabine pulled from his grasp then. Holding his arms and gaze. A light flashed on her bracer which drew her attention briefly before her expression saddened.


“Stay away from the Mandalorian Sector for a little while.”


“Why? What’s going on?”


She released him and went to retrieve her helmet.


“Promise me you will be safe.”


“I will be, but you need to tell me what’s going to happen? Are you going to be safe?”


“Lean down.”


He did as she bid. Watching Sabine tug her helmet over her face.


“Goodbye, Ezra.” Gently she tapped the forehead of her helmet to his. “Cuyir morut'yc, ner cyare.”


He didn’t want her to leave. Afraid whatever it was Sabine wanted him to be clear of would swallow her whole and he’d never see her again. Would he ever be able to tell her the truth he held so close to his heart, would it be cruel if he did? Was it their destiny to always be so close yet so far apart?


If she would only say the words he wanted so desperately to hear he would turn his ship around in a heartbeat.
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Hera shifted in her seat. Kallus was next to her going through the various buttons and knobs that were the Ghost’s start up cycle. The cold engines needed a good warm up before ignition. It was a wonder mandalorian ships were even able to get off the ground so quickly without defrosting their engines, but she imagined those constructed on this planet had some sort if special defroster built in.


“Engines at 80 percent defrost.” Kallus called as he finally sat back in the co-pilots chair.


She merely offered a nod in acknowledgment. Continuing to stare plainly out the forward shield.


“Are… you alright?” Kallus hesitated as he asked.


“Just fine.” She responded a little too short. Regretting it immediacy as Kallus cringed.


“I’m sorry. I just hate that I can’t see Sabine before we go and the look of disappointment on Ezra’s face...”


Hera stood to pace around the cockpit.


“I even demanded to see the Countess.”


“I’m guessing you were denied.”


“More than denied.” She scoffed. Lekku swinging as she shook her head. “I don’t even think they told the Countess I wanted to see her.”


“Seems the mandalorians like to keep their issues to themselves.”


“Stubborn is what it is.”  She sighed. Running a hand over her lekku. “But after meeting her mother I can understand why Sabine acts the way she does.”


“I didn’t get a chance to speak with the Countess.” Kallus stood to flip another set of overhead switches. “What kind of person is she?”


Hera returned to her captain’s chair, fitting her goggles back on her forehead. She was glad to finally be back in her flight attire. Moving around in the thick parkas was not something she was accustomed to.


“It’s hard to say. She’s near impossible to read, but…” She paused, cupping her chin in thought. “I can’t help but think she has the eyes of someone in pain.”


Kallus didn’t respond. Perhaps he didn’t know how to reply. As far as she knew Kallus had not lost someone close to him in the rebellion. Though they all suffered at the hands of the Empire, Hera knew the loss of family to a tyrant. Perhaps she was projecting. Seeing things she wanted in someone she didn’t really know. Hera didn’t want to think Sabine’s mother was heartless, but also couldn’t understand what kind of mother would banish their own child.


At the same time however she’d seen Ursa put herself in the path of a sword to protect Sabine. Hera could still hear the sound of the blade as it clashed against the Countess’s helmet. She still remembered the sight of the woman’s neck bending uncomfortably under the strength. Worst of all she could still feel the coldness in her bones as Sabine cried out. Clutching her face in what was without a doubt shock.


The trauma of the event giving her flash backs to Sabine’s first day on the Ghost. All was quiet on the Ghost when Kanan and Zeb brought the injured girl. She was silent and unconscious until she suddenly wasn’t anymore. The young girl had begun her first evening screaming in Mandalorian. Knife in hand as she swung at Zeb.


“Have some respect little brat!” Zeb had roared at her. “You want s’more broken ribs!”


At first she had only spoken in her native tongue. Which was assumed to be mandalorian based on her armor. Hera had never seen the unmistakable armor up close, but Kanan knew it was absolutely Mandalorian. So it came as some surprise when she finally spoke in basic. Though her choice of words were not the best.


“I’ll have me a new rug!”


Despite the six broken ribs, broken fingers, a busted face and bleeding blaster wound to her left side she was remarkably fast. Crossing the hall Zeb was blocking in a heartbeat and flinging herself at the towering lasat. Zeb managed to catch the knife baring hand only to receive a barrage of punches to the face with the other. He threw her down the hall where she bounced off a door. Heaving and struggling to sit.


“That’s enough. Both of you stop.” Kanan moved to stand between them.


“Vaii ner beskar’gam?” She hissed through bloody teeth. Moving from sitting to kneeling. Knife bared.


“Little runt tried to stab me, what did you expect me to do?!” Zeb complained to Kanan with a growl. “Throw the little monster out. Clearly she’s feeling better.”


Hera could see her wobble as she tried to stand. They had stripped away her armor and tattered body glove to get at the girl’s wounds. Already Hera could see blood spreading over the white bandage on the side of her ribs.


“What’s she saying, Kanan?” Hera asked hoping for some way to deescalate the situation.


“How should I know?”


“You picked her up!”


“She was a little less chatty and a little more dying!”


“Ner beskar’gam!” She yelled louder. Standing weakly. Her breathing louder.


“Speak in basic, runt!” Zeb roared back. “Nobody here can understand that garbled crap.”


That had her hunching into a combat stance. Flipping the knife in her hand to point up as she steadied the shaking hand with her other.


“My armor.” She stated slowly. “Return my armor or I’ll kill you.”


She hadn’t expected to hear such a dangerous thing be uttered by a child. The girl couldn’t have been any other than 14 or 15 and yet the look in her eye was one of kill or be killed.


“Mandalorian’s start young.” Kanan told her later in private. “Though it’s still weird to see one so young all alone.”


“Guess what they say about mandos and their armor is true.” Zeb added, rubbing the new bruise on his cheek. “You only removed all that junk to get to her wounds. Little monster should be grateful I carried her.”


Getting her settled in had taken time and getting her to trust them had taken even more. Sabine only ever offered pieces of her past, but Hera suspected she was harboring more pain then she let on.


“What’s Sabine’s mother like?” She’d asked Kanan after he returned.


 “Hmm.” Kanan had paused to think. Considering how to describe someone without his sight. “Well hearing her talk I imagine her like an older grumpier Sabine.”


Meeting Ursa for the first time had been a genuine surprise.


“Hera Syndulla.” Hera offered her hand with a smile.


“Ursa of Clan Wren, House Vizsla.” The Countess responded rather melancholy. Her gloved hand was cold to the touch.


“You’re Sabine’s mother.”


Hera had tried to start a conversation.


“That is correct.”


Ursa on the other hand didn’t seem interested in conversing. Responding very curtly.


“Hera.” Her thoughts shattered like glass. She startled as Kallus’s hand fell over her shoulder.


“What is it?”


“The Nightbrother is leaving.” He pointed out the cockpit shield.


The engines were roaring and she could see the ship lift off the ground. Wings shifting to flight position. A marshaller guiding the gauntlet out. Ezra was supposed to give her a data card before he left. She wondered if he left it below while she wasn’t watching. Hera followed the path were his ship had been.


“Sabine!”


If her seat hadn’t been bolted to the floor it probably would have been flung back as she shot to her feet making Kallus gasp and jump. Sabine was standing in the lane watching the ship leave. It took her a moment to process what she was seeing before Hera was bolting out and sliding down the ladder.


“Sabine?”


Kallus stood to look out the shield but Hera was already on her way down. She wouldn’t miss this opportunity to see Sabine.


“We’re all loaded up.” Zeb informed as Hera dropped from the ladder.


“Zeb drop the ramp!”


He cocked his head in confusion but Hera didn’t give him time to react. Running over to hit the button herself. The metal ramp lowered with hiss of air as Kallus joined them in the cargo hold.


“Where’s the fire?” Rex asked as he came from the lower deck.


Hera needn’t answer as the source of the uproar appeared as the ramp touched the ground. No one moved at first. The sight of Sabine standing just at the end of the ramp seeming unbelievable. Hera’s vision sparkled as tears pooled in them.


“Hey.” Sabine gave a little wave.


She made slow careful steps down the ramp. Almost as if the visage of Sabine would waver and disappear. As she met the other at the bottom Hera reached out with shaky hands until they came to rest on Sabine’s arms. Hera gripped, fingers curling into the thick but smooth material of the body glove. Sabine was solid underneath, muscular even if the curve of her bicep was any indication, and Hera sighed with joy. The figure before her was real. It wasn’t going to fade with her dreams.


Hera pulled her brattiest child in. Doing her best to hold her tears in with a quivering lip. She didn’t want Sabine to hear her voice crack. The embrace was a little awkward to pull off. Mandalorian armor was bulky and the helmet was cold on Hera’s cheek.


“I’m so glad you’re here.” Hera said in one breath.


“I’m sorry, Hera.” Slowly Sabine’s arms moved to embrace Hera. Barely touching as if she was afraid to break the Twi’lek. “I didn’t mean to make you worry.”


“That’s in the past.” Hera could feel her voice crack. “You’re here now and I couldn’t be happier.”


She pulled back slowly. Staring at the helmet and fighting the frown that attempted to creep across her face. If Sabine was wearing her helmet outside of combat then she was hiding. Hera was none too fond of the disheveled face that stared back at her in the reflection.


“Are you… are you…?” Her words came and faded out. She wanted so desperately to ask. To see, but she would rather not scare Sabine away with too many pointed questions.


Sabine took Hera’s hands in response.


“I’m fine.” Her voice came through the helmet with a light buzz. Sounding on the verge of tears unless that was Hera’s imagination. “I’m alive and well.” She felt Sabine’s grip tighten.


Purple flashed in her visor as Sabine’s head tilted up and both of them were caught in Zeb’s embrace.


“Don’t leave me out of this.” He squeezed. Nearly picking them off their feet. “I knew you’d be just fine.” He sniffled.


“Are those tears I see, Zeb?”


“Not in your dreams, kid.”


Sabine chuckled as he squeezed his eyes shut, fighting the waterworks.


“Glad to see you alright.” Kallus added from the side as Zeb finally released them.


“Glad to be alright.” She chuckled in response.


“Do you know how worried you had us?” Rex pointed a finger at Sabine. “You and Ezra always giving us scares.” The old clone shook his head. “I’m too old for this.” He gave Sabine a light punch to the shoulder with affection.


Sabine returned the tap with her own. Not even holding back on the old man, but Rex laughed heartily and Hera felt her chest swell with mirth. She wanted to see. She knew there was a wound hiding under Sabine’s helmet. Hera crossed her arms so no one would see her fists clench. She had half a mind to march back in there and knock some mandalorian heads.


“Sabine!” 


Jacen came pushing past their legs to get to Sabine. Hera smiled at the sight of Jacen throwing himself against her.


“Vod’ika.” Sabine chuckled as she reached down to peel Jacen off her leg and hoist him onto her hip. “Just who I wanted to see.”


There was joy in Sabine’s tone that hadn’t been there before and Hera felt the weight of anger at the mandalorian’s lift from her shoulders. If Sabine was ok then she would drop if for now. She had to remind herself again and again that Sabine was an adult now. Hera couldn’t strip her down in search for wounds anymore. Didn’t know if she could over power the young woman even if she wanted to. Sabine may have still been short but she’d grown while Hera hadn’t been looking.


Sabine’s free hand went to a pouch on her belt and she watched her pull out a fang on a leather tie. Holding it aloft for Jacen to see. His big blue eyes sparkling at the sight as he gasped. Fingers grasping for the fang which was giant compared to his hands as Sabine worked it over his head.


“I love it!” He grinned crookedly, hugging tight to Sabine’s chest armor. “Does it make me look tough like you?”


“Sure does.” Helmet or no, Hera could hear the smug grin on Sabine’s face. “I’ll make a verd, a warrior, out of you yet.”


Zeb huffed. Standing taller and smug.


“The kid’s gonna take after his uncle Zeb.” He pointed to his self. “Be an honor guard. Not some bucket head.”


Hera watched Kallus’ and Rex’s head swivel from staring at Zeb it surprise to Sabine. That had Sabine cocking her head. Widening her stance as she balanced Jacen on one side and put the other hand on her hip.


“You picking a fight, Kov’naasad?” She stated in a slow even tone.


“Can’t hurt me with words I don’t understand.” Zeb leaned over until his face was just inches from her helmet. Enough you could see his breath cloud up the visor.


“10 on Zeb.”


“No way, 10 on Sabine.”


Hera rolled her eyes to the sound of Kallus and Rex as they retreated behind her.


“Let’s not fight with Jacen in between, hmm.” Hera warned.


“Fight, Fight.” Jacen encouraged.


Hera shook her head. Maybe she let him spend too much time among the mandalorian children.


“Alright you two that’s enough.”


Hera moved between them and retrieved the pouting Jacen.


“But I wanted to wear Sabine’s helmet.”


“Not this time, Vod’ika. I’m going to need it.”


Jacen sagged in Hera’s arms. She caught sight of a flash of white fangs as Zeb grinned. Large paw coming up to bop the back of Sabine’s helmet.


“I don’t know. Sounds hollow in there to me.”


Jacen laughed. Cheered up immediately. Hera however fought the urge to scold Zeb. It had been subtle but she watched the way Sabine filched at the action. Her hands flying up to what appeared to be Sabine just straightening the helmet, but Hera could see the way her hand lingered over the left side. That was the side with the injury. Hera was now sure of it. The wound must still be very sensitive if just her helmet bumping it caused pain. Either that or Sabine was playing off a much more serious injury as something not so bad. Hera wouldn’t put it past her.


Sabine was a master at concealing her pain.


Hera only ever wished to free the young girl, now a woman, of her pain. To see her happy and carefree as a child should be, yet at every turn it seemed her past would seep up through the cracks. Trouble seemed to follow the young mandalorian wherever she went. Either of her own making or will of the force Hera did not know.


“You can only help them see the paths laid before them, Hera. You can’t make them choose.” Kanan had told her after a particularly frustrating day.


She could mother her kids to death, but that wouldn’t prepare them for the dangerous world that awaited. Wouldn’t free them of their pain. It still pains her heart to see the little birds fly from the nest. Even if she knows they have the skills to fly on their own. All she can do is offer them a place to return should the need ever arise.


And she will. There will always be a light on to guide the way home for her little specters should they find themselves in need of a path through the darkness.


Zeb gave an oof as Sabine slugged him on the stomach. He should have expected as much. Sabine was never one to turn the other cheek.


“Oh, before I forget.” Sabine held out her hand.


Hera turned over the small thin item she received. It was a data chip.


“From Ezra. He said it was a copy of some photos he’d taken or something.”


Sabine shrugged and Hera felt a pang of shame for lying.


“Thank you, Sabine.” Hera was sure to keep her voice even.


“Be safe, Hera.” Sabine stated to take steps back. “All of you have a safe journey.”


She felt like Sabine’s formally animated voice had returned to its emptier tone.


“Trying to get rid of us, huh?” Zeb crossed his arms. “Why don’t you come with?”


Sabine shook her head.


“There’s somewhere…” She hesitated, stumbling over her words. “There’s something I have to do.” She sounded serious.


“Well then you’ll just have to join us after.”


Sabine looked up to Zeb. She was quiet for a moment causing Zeb to deflate some.


“Sure.” Was her only response. Making her sound small. “Just stay safe.”


That was the second time she’d said it. Hera couldn’t help but feel there was more she wanted to say, but perhaps Sabine didn’t want to give too much away. Maybe Leia was right after all. Something was going to happen. Hera gripped the data card tighter. She was going to find the root of this problem.


She would fight through Imperials, mandalorians or whatever.


Chapter End Notes
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Dogs of War
Chapter Notes
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Embarrassment. She had been embarrassed. Freezing in combat like some ver’lesk having their first fight. Her lips curled into a frown and it stung. The stitches pulling with every movement of her skin. Pale scowling face staring back at her in the mirror. Dark circles under her eyes and bottom of her left ear gone. A constant reminder of her loss and surprise forever etched into her face.


The mirror shattered. Few shards falling into the sink below as a web of cracks spread over its surface. Bright blood seeping down the center. Sabine cringed because of the pain in her knuckle and how the mirror now reflected the state of her mind even better. Her fingers clenched the metal surface of the sink. She wanted to strike it again. Let the pain in her hands dull the pain on her face, in her head.


Sabine turned on the water. Splashing her face with the icy liquid that came out. It almost burned. Like the water was boiling as it made contact with the wound. Making her stitches feel tight. Her left eye teared when water fell over it, twitching as she struggled to open the eye. Muscles weak and resistant. 


 <Your eye wasn’t damaged by the slash.> The baar’ur told her. <But…> There’s always a but. <The resulting swelling could have affected your vision.>


With the help of a hand Sabine forced her eyelid open. Out of focus blurry vison greeted her from the left eye. She didn’t know how long it would remain this way or if it would heal at all. Last thing she wanted was to look like Morrok. An eyepatch might set her apart. She could rock an eyepatch. Though they were rather boring accessories. Maybe one that matched her hair….


Speaking of her hair. Sabine ran a hand through the dark locks. It had grown out. Extending to her shoulders now. She frowned at the sight. The action doing well to remind her of the stitching on her face once more, but her hair was more pressing at the moment. Long hair was a hazard in battle. Too easily for the enemy to grab. Too easy to get caught in something or obscure your vision. Pining it up was an option and for a moment Sabine gathered up her hair for a look.


The hair couldn’t have fallen from her hands faster. Raven hair pulled back tight with few loose strands and the chopped hair from her injury falling over her face the look was uncanny. It hadn’t occurred to Sabine as time passed just how much she had grown to look like her buir and it was unsettling to say the least.


 Almost like an inescapable destiny.


Sabine patted her face and instantly regretted it when the pain hit her, but it least that broke her from such thoughts. Taking hold of the spare knife on her belt Sabine looked into the shiny metal. It would be crude but the edge was sharp. Slowly she filled the sink with faded violet and black locks. Raising the ends to her ears. From what she could see the line was rough and uneven. Stubborn strands laying as they pleased. Making her appear wild and unkept. Surprisingly she saw the slightest of smirks in her reflection. Perhaps because the untamed look was very not her buir.


Putting some color into it would certainly be defiant. Unfortunately getting the material onto her wound would probably be a horrible experience so for now natural would have to do. Applying a cream to her wound was less than pleasing. The pale paste, while it was supposed to keep infections at bay and soothe the pain, felt disgusting on her skin. Like some moist gelatinous mass in constant contact with her face. It made Sabine shiver with revulsion as her fingers spread the paste over the length of her wound. Now she could get away with a simple strip of bacta and medical eye cover for her face rather than having to repack the wound every day. Giving it a once over in the broken mirror for exposed stitching Sabine cleaned her mess and returned to her room.


As the door slid open she rolled her eye at the sight. The organized chaos, or mess as her buir would say, that Sabine preferred was now cleared. It seemed her buir snuck in while she was away taking a shower after her visit with the baar’ur and cleaned the place. Sabine threw her towel on the floor and proceeded to where her beskar’gam was on its rack drying. She knew he liked things to be clean and tidy but Sabine liked knowing were her things where.


Greys, whites, and yellows. Boring colors by themselves. The dull shades she had been forced to use went against the vibrancy she enjoyed, but her buir had been stern when she ordered Sabine to recolor the beskar.


<Our goal is stealth. You’re going to stand out on the snow like a rainbow target. Change it immediately.> Buir stated, though it felt more like a scolding.


Yellow was still hard enough to see on a white background so Sabine would get away with some yellow striping along the chest and stripes on her elbows. Most importantly her Wren crest hand been done in a darker yellow with a light outline. She even added a long stripe over the left side to mirror the wound on her face. Buir couldn’t cripple her creativity completely after all.


Eyeing the clock as she pulled her body glove up past her thighs. It was evening, near the time she was too meet buir at the West 07 lift. The reason unknown to Sabine since they weren’t due to leave for Concordia until the next night.


Zipping up and allowing the material to conform to her shape Sabine set about getting the plate on. Boots before shins. Chest before shoulders. Arms before hands. Belt before vambraces. Weapons check. Westar 35s in place. Ammunition in place. Knives secured. Explosives packed. Paints…


A collection of her carry on spray cans set on the desk. Normally she would slip them on her belt no question. However she wouldn’t be able to take them on their mission. It wasn’t going to be like those she did on the Ghost. They weren’t going on a milk run or harassing the Empire. The enemy were fellow mando’ade now. Playing around on the battle field with veteran warriors afoot could be costly. After all warriors were nothing like the clumsy buckets she was used to fighting. She wouldn’t be able to use their poor training as an advantage anymore. It was probably best she learned to leave them behind for now.


As much as it pained her she left the spray cans where they lie. Instead using the unoccupied space to pack a panel cutter and console jack. Fully equipped Sabine set her jetpack in place before pulling her helmet on. Giving her HUD a check to make sure her fuel and ammunition was being tracked. With everything in place she set out for the lift. Knowing if she didn’t arrive early her buir would give a lecture on punctuality.


As she expected  buir was waiting in front of the lift. Arms crossed and looking rather impatient if her posture was any indication. She gave Sabine a look over as she arrived. Though Sabine knew she was early she could practically feel her buir’s judging gaze through the darkness of her visor.


She said nothing as they both filed into the lift but Sabine watched her hand for the button she pushed. Sub level 4. That was surprising. The war armory was not a place Sabine had been allowed to enter. It was obviously reserved for times of war only. She swallowed thickly, shoulders tense and fingers feeling sweaty through the material of her gauntlets. Sabine knew they were going on an important scouting mission, but was it as serious as war? She had been on a number of battlefields and part of numerous skirmishes, but war… full scale war wasn’t something she had yet known. From what she had heard of times past, war between clans could make the battles she fought against the Empire look like play. It made her nervous, whether from fear or excitement she did not know.


Sabine looked to buir. She too was fully outfitted as Sabine was. Carrying a number of explosives. Her helmet however was unlike Sabine’s fitted with what would have looked to be an antenna on the opposite side of her range finder, but that wasn’t quite what it was. It was a range extender and scrambler. Often the mark of a mission commander. A spot of the clan’s dark yellow caught her eye as a small mantle hung along her back next to her jetpack. The mark of a war leader.


A thought crept into Sabine’s head. Sometimes she could still feel buir’s hand as her fingers dug into the back of her collar. It made her tense and she often wondered if buir knew about the weapon Vizsla had. That was the only explanation Sabine could think of to explain why she would have pulled her back.


The beskad itself was not one she knew. There just wasn’t a weapon that could put out a lightsaber like that. It was almost as magical as Ezra’s powers. Though she knew it wasn’t. There was an explanation for it unlike the force. Beskar was durable. It could resist a lightsaber well provided the heat didn’t remain in one place for too long, and that was what she had been expecting. For Vizsla’s blade to resist the lightsaber, and yet she had felt no resistance, no contact. As if the blade simply passed clean through the energy.


Vizsla’s beskad is single edged. The hilt is a hand and a half, built for one handed techniques but adaptable for two. The blade is short and straight but with weighted curved tip, shaped for powerful swings in close quarters. Its color was bright with the likeness of silver, except for its edge witch was dark as durasteel. Most appeared to be beskar while the blade was a mix of a different metal. The material it was made of had to have been something exceptionally rare if she hadn’t heard of it.


If Sabine had known then of its attributes she would have moved to step out of the beskad’s range rather than parrying. It annoyed her she didn’t know this metal. Creating counter measures for an unknown variable was difficult if not impossible, but now she knew something. Knowing it was highly effective against lightsabers was the first step.


Buir seemed to know Vizsla. Well of course a Herr’alor would know their Alor’an but this seemed different. They know a lot about each other. Enough for her buir to have a grudge.


<Ursa, you are Jetii kyramud. How could you allow one of them among your kin?>


A Jedi killer. He called buir a Jedi killer.


Mando’ade killed Jetii throughout their history. That was no secret. In fact it was something to brag about for most. Jetii were the ultimate foe after all. Skill enough to match the most skilled verda. Her buir however had never bragged about her accomplishment. Not that buir was one to brag, but it was still strange Sabine never heard the story. Not from anyone.


To think Sabine brought Ezra around a Jetii kyramud. Buir had some issue with Jetii if her treatment of Ezra was any indication. Perhaps they were related. If it was an unpleasant memory she wouldn’t put it past her to hid it away and avoid the subject. At least that’s what Sabine would do if it was herself.


There were really alike weren’t they.


Well that was annoying knowledge.


She shifted from one foot to the other. Contemplating asking, but as buir took notice of Sabine’s shuffling, turning her head slightly to look over her shoulder, Sabine felt her courage fall into her stomach of butterflies.


“Your mother.” The recollection of Ezra’s voice played in her head. She almost believed him too. His face had become serious all of the sudden and he looked her straight in the eyes when he said it. Voice losing its former hesitant squeaking. She she believe him, but that was simply impossible. For buir to give him the knife… Did she know how Sabine felt? How she felt about Ezra…


Impossible.


The lift came to a quick stop jarring Sabine as she had to catch herself on the wall. Buir giving her what was probably a curious look behind her helmet as the doors came open. Sabine was just thankful for the distraction and her buir’s lack of questions.


It was and wasn’t what she had expected of the war armory. A pair of thick secondary blast doors lay just behind those of the lift’s and she watched buir push a button on the inner rim of her helmet until her vambrace screen lit up. Pressing a code on the screen the doors finally groaned as they slowly inched open. Inside was a wonder and her eyes sparkled at the sight of rows and rows of armor and weapons.


<Stay with me.> Buir’s hand fell over Sabine’s shoulder as she was just moments from darting inside. She was disappointed and pouted behind her helmet.


Armor lining the rows on the left and weapons on the right. The racks they sat on were simple durasteel slats and hooks that Sabine could see through to the rows beyond. There were so many rows that extended far into the darkness past what her sight allowed. What she could see however before the racks were swallowed by the darkness was armor so ancient it was browned by the shear amount of dust coating it. The weapons on the opposite end weren’t any better either. Some so old she couldn’t recognize its make or build, and was that a slug thrower? She tugged at her buir’s leash for a better look at the old jetpack they passed when someone laughed drawing her attention.


<Let her explore, Alor.> A male voice buzzed. <It’s not often a ver’lesk gets to see the place.>


He did not just call her a shiny.


Her head snapped in his direction. It was Za’an or rather Ru’verde Za’an. He was fully geared as well. The yellow patterning of his armor scored with old damage like he’d slid off a roof and scuffed it all the way down. His armor was outfitted with a strap over his chest for more ammo slots and his helmet had a specialist visor he currently had drawn up. A long range rifle blaster was visible where it was slung on his back.


Behind him were more warriors. Three in warrior armor, another specialist and one engineer. One of the warriors sporting a particularly gnarled helmet covered in dents and deep slashing into the metal. Sabine didn’t want to know what could damage beskar that badly. She did however realize this must be her buir’s personal team. That would explain why they all bore varying degrees of heavy damage. Sabine straightened unconsciously. These were ori'ramikad before her.


Sabine stood still as buir began to introduce each member of her squad. Bar’dr was the warrior with the badly damaged helmet. How he got it on his head every day she didn’t know. Bar’jac was the next warrior and the brother of Bar’dr apparently. Selina was the second specialist along with Ru’verde Za’an. Sahn was the 3rd warrior and Torva the 2nd engineer. Along with her buir there were seven of them. Including herself she supposed that made eight. If she could even be counted among ori'ramikad.


The commandos shuffled out of the way as buir walked through them. Leaving Sabine to stand awkwardly as Za’an put his hands on his hips and gave her a look over.


<As our 3rd engineer and ver’lesk you’ll be carrying lots of gear and explosives, but mostly explosives.>


Joy, but she had to start somewhere. As the newbie she was at the bottom of the pecking order.


Za’an moved along the rack, picking up a helmet light and attaching it to the free slot on her left side. Then moving to pick up some satchels and throwing them over Sabine. She rushed to get them on as he handed her more then began to fill each bag with equipment. Explosive blocks, mines, tripwires, and detonators mostly but also an assortment of spare parts and wires and console jacks. He also added more ammunition and some fuel. Za’an then moved to pull a rectangular piece of equipment off the rack. It had an assortment of straps and a long flimsy antenna sticking off the top that swayed as he walked.


<You will be in the rear of the squad at all times with this.>


He gave her a moment to glance over the long range transmitter before attaching it to her back on the left side next to the jetpack.


<This transmitter is of the utmost importance since it will allow us to speak over the comlink without fear of hijacking and will keep our signal hidden from the enemy.> He yanked hard on one of the straps. <It is not to leave your presence at any time and you are not to stray out of range from the squad under any circumstances. Is that understood?>


<Yes sir.>


<Secondly, once we leave Krownest it will be considered an active combat zone. So,> He knocked on the dome of her helmet with his knuckles. <Your helmet is not to come off.> The seriousness of his tone was making her nervous all over again. <You will sleep, eat and shit with you helmet on. The enemy could be anywhere at any moment and your head will be the favorite target. So keep the helmet on and keep your head low. Never assume you are safe. I don’t want to see your face at all once we’ve left.>


<Yes sir.>


<Good. Now you are free to pick out some gear for yourself.>


Sabine decided to add a durasteel cutter to her arsenal. Strapping the thin torch to her boot and adding a magazine to the opposite one. She chose to equip a compacted bola to the left vambrace figuring it could come in handy and picked through some other equipment.


<Sabine.> The voice of buir had her turning.


In her hands was a small pair of devices. Slim with a rectangular magazine and round opening.


<Sticky bombs?> Oh how she’s always wanted sticky bombs.


<Hold out your arms.> She came over and fixed them to the underside of each of Sabine’s vambraces.


They were perfect for setting traps in narrow passages since you could stick a pair to either wall and on your way out and let the enemy wander into the laser, then boom. She practically beamed at her buir. A hand fell onto her shoulder when she was done installing them. Fingers curling tightly enough she could feel them through the body glove.


<Are you ready?>


She looked up into buir’s visor. The striking contrast of the missing paint from Vizsla’s beskad reminding her of weeks before and she wondered for one of many times in her life if buir was worried about her. Did she worry or just doubt Sabine’s skill. It was always so hard to tell the difference.


<Yes.>


She answered but really didn’t know the truth herself. Cinmer’kel has never been taken. House Vizsla and Clan Shor have been feuding forever. Though in the early days the growing House Vizsla usurped most of their territory. Cinmer’kel remained to this day unscathed and impregnable.


An insurmountable wall of ice, rock and durasteel.


Chapter End Notes
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Bleeding Heart
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The herbs were slowly filling his basket. Small unassuming things with white flowers and leaves tinged with red. Their stems were bristly and made his skin itch. This was no job for an artist to be. His hands were already chafed and blistered from all the work the warriors set upon him like he was some pack animal. He’d have to work or starve. He had been in such a hurry to get away from home he never stopped to consider all that he had. A luxury compared to how these warriors lived. With two parents capable of providing him with whatever he desired and an education that would have spared him the need to ever have to toil in the dirt such as them. At the very least they let him sleep on a bunk instead of in the cell now. Though the thin material in no way compared to the soft bed he had once upon a time.


<Try not to damage the plants pulling them like that.> A chipper voice buzzed behind him.


Alrich turned to gaze up at the warrior. Gray armor with yellow pattering. Clan symbol on her helmet painted in canary yellow and lined in a deep maroon . There was a second visor on her helmet pulled up over the forehead. Transmitter attached to the side. Hands relaxed on her belt. 


<Sorry.> He mumbled. Doing his best to avoid staring onto her helmet. His mando’a was improving and he could now understand the words behind the warrior’s rough foreign accent.


<Let me see your hands.>


He hesitated but held out his shaking hands.


<Guess you pacifists aren’t used to a lot of work.> She stated. Turning his hands over to see his worn palms.


Alrich pulled his hands back.


<I’m an artist not a laborer.>


<Rich boy has never worked a day in his live.> Another warrior with matching accent joined them. Her armor similar to the firsts except the helmet lacked the second visor and was outfitted with a rangefinder. Their clan symbols were reversed in color as well.


<Be nice, Ursa.> She chided.


There was a long rifle hung on her back while Ursa was carrying a pair of pistols. She produced a pair of gloves from her basket and handed them to him.


<Wear these.>


He was surprised. Kindness wasn’t something he had expected from his captors. Much less warriors.


<Don’t baby the stowaway, Sabine.>


<You’re basket’s looking a little empty there.>


Ursa shook her head. He could imagine she was rolling her eyes behind the helmet since her basket was actually pretty full. Fuller than his at least.


<Pick up the pace rooster hair.> The man in blues came hauling two baskets. One full and another nearly there.


<Show off.>


<Like what you see.>


He set a basket down to flex his biceps. Not that you could see anything under all that plate.


<Your head fit in that helmet ok, Tyr?>


Alrich would have thought that was an insult with how coldly Ursa delivered it but Tyr just laughed. Tyr took his least filled basket and began to pour some herbs into Ursa’s.


<The hell are you doing.>


<I’m filling your basket.>


Tyr’s accent wasn’t full of nearly as much slang as the sisters. He like Bo-katan was clear spoken with a feel of someone raise with prominence. More akin to what he might have heard in a lecture hall. The two of them seeming to have a regional accent closest to that of Mandalore. While the sisters may have come from further away.


<Don’t fill my basket.> She hissed


Alrich was confused. Watching them interact was like watching a fire slowly consume logs. The two of them share a quarters so he thought they were a couple, but watching them interact everyday really didn’t make much sense.


<Oops.> He said as he continued to pour more out. To the point it was now overflowing.


<Quit screwing around.> Her sister finally butt in. Throwing what looked like small clumps of dirt at the pair.


<Aw you found truffles!>


Tyr scooped them into his hands. Pulling his helmet up just enough so he could take a big bite out of one. He offered one to Ursa and she recoiled away.


<That’s disgusting.>


<More for me.>


Ursa took the now empty basket and set about filling it with the surrounding herbs. Alrich turned back to his own work. Tyr took the two full ones. Likely to take them back to the ship. The gloves Sabine had given him were small for his hands, but at least they spared him from the roughness of the plants stem.


He paused. Feeling alert. A cool breeze blowing over him. Strange considering how deep they were into the forest. Leaves crunched behind him as he turned. Eyes focusing on the end of a long cloak flapping down. A figure was in the cloak. A man maybe. Humanoid in shape. They turned on their toes. Cloak fanning out with the movement. Alrich watched mesmerized by their fluid motion. Like dancing.


<Jetti!> Someone yelled.


Yellow light lit the shadowed forest floor. The quiet being filled with yells from the warriors, but all Alrich could focus on was the humming. It filled his ears and grate on his teeth as the weapon moved. He’d never seen one in person. It was impossibly bright. Hissing as it swayed.


For a moment he wondered if the Jedi might rescue him. Would he be able to return home?


His eyes shot up to a cry of anguish. To Ursa where she was charging forward. Blasters in hand and firing away. The Jedi twirled quickly in response. Directing the bolts of her blaster back. Though she didn’t stagger as they stuck her armor. Leaving it blackened with every strike. Sabine was behind the so called Jedi. Arm extended with her side arm pointed to the aggressor. Except she wasn’t firing. Alrich squinted. Watching as her knees buckled and she dropped to the ground. Limp and armor clanking.


Confusion fell over Alrich. His innocence betraying him. He considered the Jedi must have been skilled if they could knock out a warrior so quickly when an object landed within feet of him. Making a heavy thunk as it did so. Rolling and sending the leaves scattering away. Alrich inhaled deeply at the sight.


It was a helmet.


The visor stared back at him blankly. Bottom edge still glowing with heat and trail of smoke smoldering away.


It was her helmet.


 


 


He felt his throat constrict. Knot forming as he struggled to swallow. He awoke shooting up in bed. His chest tightening painfully with a scream that wouldn’t come. Choked out by his lack of breath. After a long moment of silence a cough finally escaped and air flooded his lungs once more. His body was moist with sweat and he felt soaked where he sat. A hand went for the space next to him. Seeking security in another person.


As was usual when he awoke that side was empty. His shoulders slumped at the realization as his breathing began to steady. That’s right, she was a busy person. A leader of many. He didn’t know why he always expected her to be there. Maybe it was just because that was what he wanted. How he desired it to be. Things weren’t always as you desired them, but sometimes they were what you needed.


<You dying?>


Alrich felt his tension melt away. All she had to do was be there. He smiled. Warmth filling his being. He took a deep calming breath before speaking. It had only been a nightmare. That day had long passed and he was no longer that cowardly boy.


<Good morning to you too.>


With a ‘hm’ she turned back to what she was doing. Sitting on the chest at the foot of their bed. Her hair already tied up neatly in her usual style. She was currently working on getting her prosthesis into the sleeve of her body glove. The left arm was always a struggle for Ursa. Though the metal was smooth she didn’t have any feeling in the arm which made the most mundane tasks a chore.


<Need some assistance, dear?>


<No.> Her response came stern and short, but Alrich was a patient man. He’d give her a minute.


He watched her turn her arm every which way all while tugging on the taut material. From this angle he could see it was hung on the bend of her elbow. The bending of the joint pinching and catching the sleeve when she straightened her arm. Ursa resorted to tugging harder on the sleeve but each pull led to her bending the arm which only prolonged the problem.


After struggling for a good while she sighed in defeat. Shoulders slumping before she extended her prosthesis out. Alrich smirked as Ursa held that position. Knowing she was silently relenting to the assistance he’d offered. He pulled the blankets away and set his feet on the chilled floor. There would be no verbal plea for help as he knew for her that would be akin to accepting a loss to a piece of fabric.


Taking his time to pad over to her Alrich took hold of her elbow. The arm was quite hefty for a prosthesis. Made of durable but expendable metal and outfitted will all Ursa’s favorite gadgets. He slowly began to ease the body glove up to her shoulder. Even after all these years the scar that cut across her scapula and clavicle had barely dulled in color or intensity. He couldn’t imagine what it must have felt like to be touched by a lightsaber much less to lose your entire arm, joint and all. He could however remember what it sounded like, what it smelt like. Even now his stomach still flips at the scent of a grill.


Ursa wiggled her shoulder in his grasp. Obviously urging him to hurry up. Alrich pulled the remainder over her metallic shoulder. It was a wonder really that she had so much mobility in the joint considering it was all part of the prosthetic but he supposed that was just credited to the skill of the clans craftsmen. El-ir was indeed a master smith.


<You're welcome.>


<You’re naked.> She stated plainly. Eyebrow rising as her gaze drifted down. Though that wasn’t really news to either of them. <I just had this glove cleaned, put on some pants.>


<I thought you enjoyed my nakedness.>


He wasn’t in any hurry to be dressed.


<Only when I have need of it.>


Alrich laughed at that. Ursa knew exactly how to say the cruelest things. Anyone else might think she was being selfish but he knew this was just her way of being coy.


<Do you want your plate?>


He gave the armor a look over where it was resting on its rack. Well where it was supposed to go and where he put the equipment after Ursa left the plate laying out. He wonders what she would do without him to clean up after her. He grins at the thought. Her room would be as much of a mess as Sabine’s no doubt.


<Not yet.> Came her reply.


Alrich lingered on her helmet. It sat atop the rack above her plate. The visor stared back at him with its imposing hollow gaze. A reminder of a time before Ursa when the site of such a helmet would have invoked fear and panic in him. When warriors were the greatest evil of his people. Like boogiemen in the night come to steal away their peaceful lives.


Oh how wrong his parents had been. Teaching him peace and respect for the many peoples of the galaxy while instilling fear and hate of warriors. The hypocrisy was chilling.


He set his hand upon the metal forehead between the ears. Brushing away the paint flaking there where Vizsla’s sword left its mark.


<I could fix this for before you leave. I can use a fast drying paint rather than the usual.>


<I want it like that.>


<You want him to see it?>


<I want everyone to see it.>


Silence fell between them as he tore his eyes from the helmet. He didn’t want to think about how many warriors had worn it before Ursa and he didn’t want to think about who would wear it after.


Ursa stood to collect her boots as he moved to his side of the closet. Sliding the door further down until the sight of a second set of armor greeted him. His armor. He saw the set every day when dressing though it had been some time since he had actually worn the plate. Warriors were supposed to wear armor, but he knew the others only made and exception for him out of respect for Ursa. Alrich inspected the plate for dust. Even if he didn’t wear the armor it was still his responsibility to maintain it. Which he did with the same meticulousness as painting equipment.


Alrich turned to face Ursa after pulling up his undershorts. In the time it had taken him to get them on she was already plated and getting her belt on. How warriors could get all those straps and buckles on so quickly he would never know. He went about pulling his own body glove from his closet. Slipping his feet in and pulling the material past his waist. It was a good addition to his normal attire. Being very insulating against the elements and surprisingly comfortable.


Pushing his arms through the sleeves Alrich zipped up and allowed the material to conform to his body. Now was the fun part. Picking out a matching tunic and slacks to wear for the journey.


<Do you think the pewter or iron grey is better?>


Ursa groaned and turned to face him with a non-too pleased expression. Lips clearly curled in displeasure.


<What about this sky blue with the steel grey slacks?>


There was a twitch in her face as she gave him a sheer look of annoyance. Ursa has no sense of fashion. As someone with a wardrobe consisting of only armor, body gloves and some light clothing to sleep in, he knew this already. Fancy clothing wasn’t practical for combat and dress wear to warriors was armor. He still enjoyed asking her anyways. The excuses she would make to avoid being involved in any conversation related to fashion were some of the best.


Though the last time he’d warn his armor was for his union with Ursa. Warriors didn’t have weddings or marriage as many cultures did. When two people said they were together, they were. There was no formal ceremony involved, but Bor had insisted. Which hadn’t led to an actual wedding as he thought it was going to be. Rather the clan had come together to eat, drink, and fight. He really shouldn’t have expected otherwise, but reading about events and living them were two very separate things.


<Just pick something.>


<I can’t just pick something.> He feigned insult. <What would Mand’alor think of me if I arrived in mismatched attire?>


<She would think you arrived in a timely manner and didn’t waste the evening on frivolous clothing.>   


<Frivolous?! One’s attire could make or break a negotiation. You want to give off an intellectual air and be both inviting and mysterious.>


He pulled out his steel grey tunic with cerulean accents.


<Is this too blue?>


<No>


Alrich frowned. Holding the tunic in front of his body as he turned to face her once more.


<You’re just saying that so I’ll pick something.>


Ursa was fully equipped now. Standing before the door. He knew he should have been gone by now. Hours ago actually. Delaying his flight which should have left at first light. She would be leaving tonight. Alrich couldn’t bare to be off before her. He would make Mand’alor wait a hundred years if it meant he could steal just a little more time.


This could be your last goodbye.


His mind betrayed him. Eyes burning as they moistened. He knew she was waiting for him to bring her helmet. As he always did. Setting his clothes aside he removed the Alor’s helm from its place.


<Are you sure you have to go?>


<You know that I do.>


The helmet was frigid in his palms.


<I hate this.>


<I know.>


He approached. Dragging his feet all the way.


<Don’t go. Not again.>


He didn’t know how much more his heart could take.


<Alrich.> At his name he dared meet her eyes. <I explained this to you in the beginning.>


<It is the way of warriors. I know.>


<It’s ok if you don’t understand.>


<Does it have to be war? Aren’t there warriors that live off mercenary work?>


Ursa offered him a rare smile.


<We are of the old fashioned kind.>


<But…>


He was ready to argue if it meant he could change her mind


<A warrior has no place in a peaceful galaxy.>


Alrich often wondered if this would be easier if he had been born as one of them. If he didn’t have his outside perspective would he understand this need for them to fight. To risk death for what exactly? For glory? For purpose?


<And should you not return? What of Sabine, of Tristan? What of the clan?>


<The clan will survive as it has for a thousand years before was born.> He had earned and edge to her tone now. <Don’t think I am so above the others that my death would spell doom for my kin.>


<I didn’t…>


<Sabine and Tristan may morn but they will understand. They are warriors.>


<We did discuss this at length in the beginning. Before this-us... It’s just I suppose I thought the day would not come again when I would have to watch you leave. Knowing you might never return.>


Ursa reached out to grip is shoulders. Offering the little comfort she knew how to give.


<As long as my children have the skills needed to survive in this galaxy then I will die on the battlefield with no regrets.>


Holding her helmet high he pulled it snug over Ursa’s head. Voice cracking as he spoke.


<You’d think I would be used to this by now.>


He could never get used to this.


Ursa leaned her head forward to touch her helmet to his forehead.


<I’m sorry I couldn’t give you more.>


He returned the gesture. Closing his eyes and pulling her into him.


<You’ve given me everything I could have ever asked for.>
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He was late. Very late. So late. Tristan paced in the entry. His boots clanking on the metallic floor. He turned again. Agitation brewing. His buir was a diplomat, and although Tristan wasn’t entirely sure what that completely entailed, he imagined it wasn’t something buir couldn’t be late for. Especially when his summons came from Mand’alor herself.


<Yo boy,> A warrior called from the common area. <Quit ya clanking. I’m trying da win ad cards ere!>


Tristan froze in his steps. A snarky remark coming together in his mind, but beaten to the punch by someone else.


<Win with that hand? I think not.> He could hear another speak. Followed by rowdy laughter. 


How could they play cards when they should have been gone at first light? Weren’t they even a little concerned? He made his way into the common area. Wishing he could fling the door open in frustration. Unable to vent on the sliding door Tristan settled on mashing the keypad. The lot of the flight crew were set hunched over a round table. Cards spread in their hands. He expected them to be playing for credits but that wouldn’t have been possible considering they probably didn’t have any. Not that Tristan had any either. What would any of them need currency for? If he wanted to eat he would hunt. If he needed a blanket he would tan a hide. If he needed crops he would work for them. Have a need for weapons or ammunition, he could trade for them.


Really Tristan didn’t know what he would do with credits if he got any. He supposed it would be useful on other worlds for foreign goods, but why get a weapon anywhere else when he knew one of their smiths could make it better. The clan would provide for all its members so long they were willing to work. Gold wasted on shiny credits could be put to better use as wiring in a kom’rk, in gear, armor, or anything else really. 


Set in the center of the table was pile of ammunition, some detonators and a blaster. Alor’ad Noba set his cards on the table. Spreading them out for the other to see.


<The loot is mine.> He announced. Grinning with some difficulty as the scars across his mouth seemed to limit the movement of his lips.


The game they were playing appeared to be from another culture. Something the veterans had picked up on their travels most likely. Symbols printed on the dirty worn pieces unknown to Tristan. As the others threw their cards across the table in frustration he could see the paper material was dotted in browning splatter. Evidence enough to Tristan gambling came with its risks, or perhaps the former owner of the cards didn’t part with them willingly.


<Should we be concerned we haven’t left yet?> Tristan finally spoke as it seemed the game was coming to an end. Though it sounded more commanding in his head as his voice came out as more of a squeak.


<Herr’alor told us to expect Alrich to be late.> Alor’ad Noba shrugged. <Id Herr’alor fine wid it, I’m fine wid it.> He spoke with a lisp. From the scars or long canines taking up his mouth Tristan wasn’t sure.


<Why would buir be late for his own flight?>


They all looked up at him. Desh giving him a crooked grin.


<Don’t think too hard about it, ver’lesk.> She laughed.


<Go on down the ramp and get some air.> Ivan added. <You’ll understand someday when you have someone to leave behind.>


<What does that have to do with him being late?> Tristan huffed when it was evident he wasn’t going to receive a straight answer. He started for the ramp. Eager to get out of the stuffy kom’rk.


<Well when two riduur are going to be separated for a long while…>


He could hear one of them yell after him as he made his way to down the ramp down. They trailed off into laughter as the others joined in. Tristan made his way out. Ignoring the old warriors who were probably all past their prime by now.


A busy hangar greeted him. Even this late in the hour there was plenty of work to be done. He watched from afar as a pair of engineers were arguing over an open panel of exposed kom’rk guts. Were he of their class he might have understood what had them so heated, but as he was all Tristan saw was a pile of wires. Machinery never suited him, nor did electronics or explosives. He lacked such deft hands for so precise a type of work.


Buir had done her best to instill into him her skills, as she is an engineer, but his young mind had never taken to it as Sabine had. He just didn’t share their love of blowing things up. He preferred to use his hands for more crude a craft, and enjoyed the way and enemy cracked under his knuckles. If you blew the enemy up with explosives then you would lose the chance to face them on the field yourself.


Electronics was what he hated most. All those tiny wires and delicate circuitry. Made him grind his teeth as he tried to solder a motherboard for the first time. The tools too small in his big hands. Buir hadn’t seemed displeased in his lack of skill. He could recall the time she’d pulled him from a kom’rk maintenance hatch after spending weeks trying to teach him which wires were not safe to touch together. Let’s just say his buir considered trial and error the best teaching method.


Boy Tristan had been tangled in the thick mass of tubing after losing interest and intent in escaping his tedious lessons. Trying to crawl through the ship’s underbelly to freedom under her nose. She noticed immediately of course, but allowed Tristan to continue his game until he'd gotten stuck. Fishing him out with ease that seemed impossible to his young mind at the time. He’d expected to be scolded. Expected she’d ask why he couldn’t be more like Sabine as Ver’rusur Soni had. Why he couldn’t carry on her skills as an engineer, but none of that had happened. Instead she took a rag and wiped him clean of the grease and cobwebs he’d accumulated. Ruffling his hair and placing a blunt wooden knife in his hand. Curling his fingers around the hilt showing just were his hand belonged for the best grip. Then setting him loose on the other children his age.


Engineering had been forgotten sometime after that. Instead a carbine rifle was laid in his hands for the first time. Though he still practiced with pistols every day the rifle became a new normal. Heavier in his hands it took time to build up the strength to hold it steady much less fire straight, but boy did it fire a hell of a lot further than a side arm. With kick enough to bruise his shoulder. Not on the level of a long rifle but fitting even better in his hands. Tristan quickly found out the stock also made for an excellent striking weapon. 


Buir showing him the proper way to smash the stock into a helmet for just the right level of concussion.


Tristan spied Sabine a few kom’rk away. She stood at the bottom the lead kom’rk. Before he’d seen her carrying equipment inside. Now it appeared as though she was finished and waiting as impatiently as he was. Staring off into the hangar with arms crossed over her chest plate. Shared impatience had him wondering over to his ori’vod. Ducking under a fuel line as he did.


<Buir is late as well?>


<Wouldn’t say late. Just not here.>


She moved to sit on a crate, gesturing for him to do the same.


<How is that different?>


Sabine smirked at him.


<When you’re Alor, the clock starts when you do.>


He supposed that made sense. Still buir should keep the time table she set herself.


<I wouldn’t want to be Alor, much less Herr’alor. Sounds like a lot of work.>


With as tired as his buir looks all the time it didn’t look like an appealing job.


<Why’s that?> Sabine turned more to face him. Patch over her eye limiting her field of view. <I’m sure you’d be a strong Alor someday.> There was genuineness in her tone and in the way her smirk softened into a pleasant smile.


<It’s an important position I know, and someone has to do it. It’s just… I would rather spend all the time I could with my kids.>


Assuming he lived long enough to have children. Someday he imagined having a few. Insuring he would never be too busy to give them all the attention and care his children or partner would ever need.


 <What about you, Sabine?>


He knew his ori’vod was strong and he knew she was far smarter than he was. Though such a title may complicate certain interests she had.


<I am unfit to lead.>


Sabine’s tone quieted and her face fell flat. Gaze drifting to her feet. Her past she still suffered from, her defection, the weapon and the Jetii. He didn’t know how to make her feel better. If only he could ease her mind.


 <I’m sorry I broke your fingers.>


<That was months ago, and you didn’t break my fingers.> She rolled her eye at him. <I broke my fingers punching your helmet.>


<Yeah, you were pretty drunk.>


<So were you.>


Tristan gave her a light shove which had her smiling as she was almost unseated from the crate. In hindsight he probably should have sat on her right side.


<My fingers are fine. See.>


He yelped and jumped from the crate to his feet as she jabbed her fingers into the soft spot under his arm.


<I can see that.> He sucked his teeth, rubbing the sore spot as she laughed.


<Don’t get soft while I’m gone, vod’ika.>


<I’ll be stronger than you. You’ll see.>


<I look forward to it.> Sabine gave him a bear-cat’s grin as she slid to her feet. Taking her helmet and sliding it on. <Almost time.> He followed her gaze as she nodded to the warriors that crowded the space before the lead kom’rk.


Sabine pointed out the ori’ramikad to him. Buir’s personal squad. They were a dying breed among their kin. He knew most of them had been killed on Manda’yaim after the death of Vizsla and the following skirmishes. None had since met the standard to truly hold such a rank. Sure Tristan himself had once been an Imperial super commando, but that hardly meant anything when barely any of them had the hard training or experience for such a claim.


<That armor suits you.> Gar Saxon had once complimented. <It could have been on your sister, but here you are. The loyal one.> Never missing a moment to remind him of the traitor in his family.


Tristan tried to banish his thoughts as things he’d rather not remember surfaced. Focusing instead on Ru’verde Za’an as he kneeled down to his son’s level. Ruffling the young boy’s hair as his own buir once had. Then moving to his much smaller daughter, yet too young to bare armor. Pinching her cheeks and speaking. Though not loud enough for Tristan to hear over the noise of the warriors and ships around.


The one Sabine called Sahn met her eldest son in full armor with a butting of heads. Then her younger boy, in only bracers and shin guards, with a playful arm wrestle. Pulling them both in for strong hug before turning to her partner. The warrior taking Sahn’s helmet and placing it over her head. The pair meeting their foreheads together for a long moment.


Bar’jac and Bar’dr came to meet their families together. As it seemed they were brothers. They were greeted by their children and their children. Bu’ad running happily to knees of their ba’buir. One of the brothers lifting his bu’ad as they clung to his biceps laughing. The other patting his daughter’s swollen belly with a smile. It was his daughter who hefted his helmet over his head as his partner had likely long since passed. Placing a hand over her heart then to her buir's. Returning his bu’ad to the ground Bar’jac made for his partner. Holding the old smith steady as they set their cane aside to place his helmet over his head. Meeting their helmets as others had done before them.


Selina was met only by her bu’ad. The boy barely old enough to wear the bracers adorning his arms. She accepted her helmet from his shaking hands. Kissing his knuckles through her visor and placing a large knife in his tiny hands. Biding him to hold onto it until her return.


Torva was the last of the bunch Tristan saw. A single older warrior waiting for him. His own buir it seemed. Whether he was simply the youngest of ori’ramikad or had no one else to see him off Tristan did not know. The old warrior came to him hunched and with a limp in his step. Armor seeming heavy on his thinning frame. After handing off Torva’s helmet the elder presented his son with a bundle wrapped in aged cloth. He unraveled it, casting away the bindings to find a rifle underneath. Painted in chipped blue it was an older carbine rifle. One he could recognize that his clan produced for Death Watch once upon a time. The two embraced and Torva held to the rifle tightly.


<Sabine, Tristan.>


Tristan stiffened. So engrossed in the warriors before him he hadn’t noticed his buir arrive. He spun around. Sabine noticeably less surprised than he was. Buir pulled both of them in to a rather strong hug. Arms curling tightly around their necks preventing escape.


<Both of my children have grown so much!>


<Why are you hugging me? I’m going with you!>


Tristan did his best to try and wrestle his way out of his buir’s hold, but the man had a surprisingly powerful grip. Not to mention he’d managed to pin Tristan’s arm. Which had to be freak luck. There was no way buir knew how to successfully execute a hold.


<You’re going to crush them.>


<Am not.> He finally released them turning fast to their his riduur.


It felt like buir had been shaking, but Tristan couldn’t be sure that wasn’t just from his struggling in the man’s grasp.


<Say your goodbyes.> She looked to Sabine then to himself. <We will be away after this.>


Tristan faced his buir. Looking into her helmet as best he could. Trying to square his shoulders and raise his chin in an attempt to look taller, stronger. The armor and mantle fluttering over her shoulder making him feel small in comparison. Setting his heart a flutter just under the chest plate.


Her hand came up and she pulled the helmet from under his arm. Turning the visor out before placing it over his head. A little roughly as she pushed down until the helmet was snug. Clanking filling his ears as her hand metal hand patted the top.


<Fight well.>


He nodded. Unable to bring coax speech from his mouth. Afraid his voice would betray the anxiety that had settled within.


<I know you will.>


Final soft words as she passed him offering some ease to his galloping heart. Allowing Tristan to bare his next breath with more pride before Sabine’s strong hand shook him back into reality.


<Helmet check.> She announced just seconds notice before ramming her own helmet into his.


<Sabine!> He could hear buir through his ringing ears.


Despite the pounding in his head and clack of his teeth he welcomed a clearer mind. Somehow Sabine knew just what he needed.


<Pal’sheb…> He muttered before taking hold of Sabine’s bicep in turn.


Slamming his own helmet down on her. She was ready for him. Using the well-padded top of her helmet to take the brunt of the blow, but stumbled none the less. Their grip on each other keeping the pair standing.


<Tristan!>


Buir came between the two. Pushing them apart then pulling them back in for another embrace.


“I swear you two are as bad as your mother sometimes.” His words falling back to basic in frustration. Sighing as he held them close. Tristan feeling as if he was unwilling to release them.


<Buir doesn’t play fight.> Tristan spoke before thinking.


<You’d be surprised.>


<Too much information.> Sabine stated as she ducked under their buir’s arms. Making him feel at the time a bit jealous her small stature afforded such an escape.


<You know what I mean, Sabine.>


As buir reached to recapture Sabine he made his own escape leaving their buir looking between them exasperated. However it seemed she wasn’t going to leave without a proper goodbye to buir. Returning to him on her own terms shortly after her escape with arms open. A longer hug then she would normally have ever offered. Parting with one final squeeze.


<I’ll see you again, buir.>


<I look forward to it. Always.>


Tristan held out his arms, but he already knew the answer. Even before Sabine pushed him back with a hand to his chest plate.


<No way.> She stated with a chuckle. <You are not head butting me again.>


He laughed as she saw through him.


<Happy hunting, ori’vod.>


<Smash some heads, vod’ika!> She called before disappearing up the krom’rk ramp.


The gangplank lifted into flight position with a whistle of air. Exiting as a squad of fangs took their turns following after. Kom’rk leaving the atmosphere to join the amassed fleet he knew awaited in orbit. Ships and munitions all on their way to reinforce House Vizsla.


Next to him Tristan could hear his buir inhale sharply. Chest falling as he exhaled. Straightening his posture and clasping his hands behind his back. He faced Tristan with a smile that looked more forced than genuine.


<Are you ready?> Forced smile widening into something much more real and joyous. <Wouldn’t want to be late?> He laughed.


Tristan could only roll his eyes behind his helmet. Following his buir up the ramp.


Mand’alor spare them.
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“This is FT-1256 Gauntlet, The Nightbrother, requesting docking.”


He flipped a few switches and adjusted the yoke. Pulling back on the throttle to slow his descent. Clouds thinning as he came to level below them. Forest of tall buildings spreading over the scape as far as he could see.


“Negative gauntlet.” A male voice crackled in the coms. “Scan indicates this is The Lothcat. Please verify.”


The what?


Ezra looked around the cockpit for his ship’s identification plate. With it nowhere in sight he fumbled with the center console for the ship’s ID coding.


“Lothcat identify yourself.” He could tell the voice on the end of the com became alert.


“Yup, that’s me.” Ezra tried to laugh to defuse the tension he felt, but it came weakly. “This is the Lothcat. Sorry just had her remodeled.”


“You’re clear to land in Temple bay 2.” Clearly the air traffic controller was not amused.


Dammit Sabine.


The hangar was in simplest terms gigantic. Far exceeding what he had seen of the Wren hangar. Ezra imagined that was to accommodate all the Jedi that came and went in the by gone era. How many had Kanan claimed? Ten thousand was it? Now as he stood looking from one end to the other it was a ghost hangar. Like he was now in the skeletal remains of some long passed beast.


The footsteps that approached him echoed hollowly. Drawing him to the only other figure. Garbed in tan and gold. Walking with purpose and holding himself with great importance and dignity.


“I am Eros Arbon.” He bowed his head lightly. “You are the Jedi, Ezra Bridger, I presume?” His voice was soft and even. Words coming and going cleanly.


“Yeah.” Ezra shifted uncomfortably. “I’m here to meat Luke for something or other.”


As a former street rat it made him feel a bit out of place to be bowed to.


“I regret to inform you Master Luke has had other engagements, but left me here to guide you to your assignment.”


Master? Ezra frowned at that. When did that kid become a master before him?


“Is something wrong, Commander Bridger?”


“It’s nothing.” Ezra did his best to wipe the annoyance from his face. “What’s my mission exactly?” He began. Starting the long walk for the entrance. “Something about an escort?”


Ezra took notice of a crumbling pillar nearby. Metal reinforcements protruding from the wound. Though the rubble had long since been cleared the ion stains were still present. They were everywhere actually now that he was looking. The cleanliness concealing the truth of what had transpired. A chill settled over him. One that had Ezra doubting the safety he should have felt upon entering the Temple. As it was the former home of the Jedi. Instead all he could feel was the overwhelming sense of being in a mass grave.


“Commander Bridger.” He jerked when a hand patted his arm lightly. The motion surprising both of them.


“Yes?” He breathed. Trying his best to push away the feeling of the walls closing in.


“You are very late.” The man Arbon seemed regain his composure faster than Ezra, or at least he could hide it better. “There is no time to meet formally. You must be away with the diplomats immediately.”


“Oh, right.”


Arbon led him further into the hangar where a ship was docked near a large lift. From the looks of it Ezra assumed it was the entry into the Temple. Ezra frowned as his gazed drifted over the light ship. It screamed diplomatic shuttle. With its sleek hull, glossy blue and gold paint, and complete and total lack of weapons.


How was he supposed to protect someone with no weapons?


With a sigh he followed Arbon up the ramp. A flowery scent immediately assaulted his nose. Making his nostrils itch with the need to sneeze. The interior was as he expected from the glimpse of the outside. Clean and elegant. Something Ezra had long imagined the wealthy would lounge in.


“It’s about time the Jedi arrived.” A rather annoyed and exasperated little voice announced.


“Commander Bridger.” Arbon stood to the side as he softly began introductions. “This is the Marque of Haylos and Senator of the New Republic, Elair Hayon.”


Ezra took few steps forward. Enough he could get a good look at the young woman seated at the table across from an elder man. She was human. Sat proper with her chin high. Giving him and examining look in turn. Her gilded blue dress accented with silver gleaned as she shifted to stand. Top of her red bun of hair decorated with gold and jewels leveling with his chest making Ezra have to tilt his head completely just to maintain eye contact as she came closer.


“Senator Hayon.” Arbon gave a light bow. “This is Jedi Commander, Ezra Bridger.”


“This…. man” He could see her face scrunch in disgust as she looked him over. “Is our Jedi escort?” She shook her head and took a few steps back. “He looks more like a vagabond than a Jedi and he reeks of oil. When’s the last time he shaved?”


Fighting the urge to take a fist full of his own shirt for a smell himself Ezra settle on crossing his arms in annoyance. The Senator had an airy voice and he realized it was her fancy clothes and make up that gave this girl an older appearance. When in reality she couldn’t have been any older than he or Sabine were during the rebellion.


She was going to be an annoyance, Ezra just knew it. He didn’t need the force to tell him that.


Ezra bit his tongue to avoid saying something that would likely get him in lots of trouble. Jedi he may be, that probably won’t save him from insulting a Senator or royalty or whatever she was. Instead he leveled his glare on Arbon. The man gave Ezra only a sheepish smile in return.


How dare Luke put him on babysitting duty. When he sees that brat again…


“That is no way to speak to a Jedi, Elair.” The voice that interrupted his thoughts was bold and deep. Booming with authority.


Senator Hayon swiveled around in her dress. The ends flowing out with the motion. She seemed ready to protest until making eye contact with the man. Settling on a huff instead. Taking fistfuls of her dress and seating herself once more.


“This is Senator of the New Republic, Alekos Kallus.”


Kallus?


Ezra cocked his head at the name. Paying closer attention to the older man’s features. He was square in nature. Square jaw, square shoulders. Greying hair peppered with light brown locks. His eyes were green and his full beard was neatly cut just like his hair. For a senator Ezra thought he was dressed rather plainly, but formally in mute tans and greys.


The man, Kallus, stood to greet Ezra. Offering his hand to shake. It was strange in his mind and felt weird on his tongue to address anyone but the Kallus he knew with that name.


“Nice to meet you…. Senator Kallus?” Ezra managed to choke out. Cringing when it sounded more like a question.


Thankfully the awkward introduction was overlooked.


“Commander Bridger.” His grasp on Ezra’s hand was strong and palms were well worn. This close he could see the faint outline of a scar through older Kallus’ brow and another through his beard at the jaw. “I have heard of your exploits. It will be a benefit to have someone experienced with Mandalorians accompany us.”


Mandalorians?


“You heard from Luke?”


“Some, but I prefer to do my own research on those I will be working with.”


The way older Kallus’ eyes narrowed as he delivered the line was a bit ominous.


“Of course.”


Ezra drew back his hand slowly. Skeptical of Kallus number two. Though he couldn’t know if the name was common or not to any particular region of space.


“With introductions in order we should leave immediately.” Elder Kallus spoke as if giving the orders.


“In this?”


That earned a look form everyone. Some curious, come confused, and others annoyed.


“I mean it’s a nice ship and all, but it has no guns.”


“This is a diplomatic ship.” Arbon supplied. Giving Ezra a look as if he was questioning the Jedi’s sanity. “Having weapons would defeat its purpose.”


“Well ya, but it’s a lot safer to travel in an armed ship.”


“It is against the galactic treaties to fire upon diplomatic vessel. While I agree with you that an armed ship may be safer, it may also be seen as aggression upon the indigenous people.” 


He supposed older Kallus had a point. If they remained within the bounds of Republic space they would be protected by the idea of the no-fire treaty. Probably.


Maybe he was reading too far into things.


Ezra scratched his chin. Scruffy unkempt hair filling the space between his fingers, making him wonder if for a moment that Senator brat was right and he need a trim. He hadn’t noticed the poor attempt at facial hair had turned into a short beard. It felt like just a few days ago Sabine was teasing him on the tiny bit of hair growing on his chin. He scoffed at the thought. What do mandos know about beards? He hadn’t seen not a one with more than a shadow or stubble. Not that Ezra had seen many of their faces with the buckets in the way he supposed.


Alrich though, he had decent facial hair. But does he count?


“All right lets got, but let me get some things from my ship.” He sighed. “Where are we headed?”


“Mandalore.”


Arbon took his leave as the ramp hissed and rose. Waving bye and leaving Ezra alone with the kid and the old man. The flight crew was there but they weren’t very chatty. Likely preferring to get on with it as much as Ezra. He entered the small cabin provided. It smelled of flowers as the rest of the ship did. Offering him a bunk and some drawers to stow his things. It was simple and for once Ezra basked in the simplicity. Functionality over aesthetics was what he preferred. It reminded him of the cabin back on the ghost. Ezra allowed the silence in the room unmarred by fancy extravagancies to lull him into calm thought. Ignoring the stupid flower fragrance that had clearly been overdone.


Placing his lightsaber on the floor before him as he came rest sitting on his knees. Inhaling slowly. Allowing the surrounds to dull in intensity.


Sorry Sabine. Looks like I can’t keep that promise.


Grief pricked at his heart. Threatening to pull Ezra from his concentration.


He took a deeper breath. Trying to relax the grip his fingers had on his knees. Focusing on the air as it expanded his lungs and the sound of his breath as he exhaled through his mouth. Mind drifting to that place he had been before.


Ezra recalled the flat dusty surface where the star beat down mercilessly with no shade for cover. Canyons carved into the hard ground with water long gone. It hadn’t rained once while they were there and as he remembered looking into the pale blue sky he wondered if it rained at all. There was not a cloud to offer even a brief moment from the star’s gaze. Their only peace had come from being shadowed by the old trenches they sat in. Though Ezra felt baked in his clothes and the helmet like a kiln on his face, the warriors hadn’t seemed to notice much. Annoyed only when the dust obscured their visor or was keen to build in places you’d rather it not be.


Seeing the city was not what he expected. When Ezra thinks of a city his mind fills the space with images of Lothal or of its likeness. Such as the many towns, ports and places he had visited with rebellion. Tall buildings that jutted from the ground reaching for the sky or small homes built into habitable blocks. Markets bustling with people and shops eager to sell their wares.


The mandalorian capital was something else. His first sight had been from a distance. Ezra couldn’t decide if it was overwhelming to see a wall of durasteel that was the massive dome’s surface or disappointing to see a featureless dome someone seemed to have dropped in the middle of nowhere. Surrounded by endless flat nothing as far as he could see with his own eyes. It made about as much sense to live in a construction he thought looked more akin to an Imperial prison than to live one an Icy planet. At least however Krownest was filled with a living landscape.


“You must be crazy to live here.” Ezra spoke. Wiping the dust from his visor not for the first time, nor the last. “There’s nothing anywhere.” Nothing but the giant habitable domes and little boxes.


Sabine pulled her helmet away. Raising a hand to sweep back the sweat slick hair that laid pressed to her forehead. Grimacing and spitting when some of the dust from her glove found its way to her mouth.


“This place is hell.” She did as Ezra had before. Wiping the dust from her visor as best she could. “But we all live in a hell.”


He thought her response had been strange then. Having not considered she wasn’t speaking literally. Ezra had never considered his life a hell, but perhaps that was just because he was far too young to know such a concept. Watching Imperials rush his home. Seeing them steal away his parents. Hearing their haunting cries. Living in that tower alone. Surviving meal to meal. Stealing and lying. Feeling his stomach rumble, being empty more often than full. Learning to patch his own wounds the hard way.


Maybe that had been the hell Sabine was referring to. The hell he hadn’t realized he’d been living.


Kanan saved him. In so many more ways than just giving him a hot meal and roof over his head. Ezra had long learned how to survive, but Kanan taught him how to live. Hera taught him how to care. Zeb showed him how to endure. Rex was always the word of discipline. Kallus taught him people could change. From Ahsoka perhaps he learned to let go. From Sabine he learned to enjoy the little things life had to offer.


To smile, and smile he did watching her spray paint over the Imperial mural. Giving the image of such important and fierce looking officers mustaches. Such a goofy addition to the otherwise stern and stone-faced troopers. It was a small act in the grand scheme of things. The rebellion making their lives fast and ever shifting from place to place, but at the time all that existed was a moment to stop and laugh at the ridiculousness of a childish act.


Defacing Imperial propaganda in broad daylight among dozens of witnesses with patrols everywhere… they must have been crazy.


Looking back with the new perspective time had given him Ezra considered some of the things he had been told then that he understands now. Wonders if someday he’ll tell the words he now understands to someone else who will feel just as confused as he once did.


He wonders if any of that old graffiti is still there.


Ezra opened his eyes. Awareness flooding back in as he released a relaxed breath. The lights in his room were dim as he settled his gaze on the grey door.


“You may enter.”


The door slid open to reveal a rather startled senator. The young girl seemed hesitant to step beyond the threshold. Giving him a weary side glance as her hands balled into the fabric of her dress.


“How did you know I was here?”


“The force.”


Her brows furrowed as if he had given her a non-answer. Though given how little she likely knew of the force he supposed it was.


“I was going to knock.”


Ezra allowed himself to smile thinly. Her false bravado was familiar. Cute even, for a brat.


“I know.”


She frowned at him and turned her chin up.


“I have come to formally apologize for my earlier rudeness.”


She lifted her dress slightly and bowed in curtsy.


“Did old man Kallus make you come apologize?”


“Yes, however I do not wish to have any ill will between us as we will be working together for the foreseeable future.” She stated quickly.


The little senator had a very proper way of speaking. Another thing that made her appear for more mature than she was.


“I forgive you.”


“I formally apologize for- wait what?” Her words cut abruptly as she turned her attention fully to him. No longer looking to the ceiling.


“All is forgiven.”


“Just like that?” She cocked her head in confusion. Eyes wide and searching him for the truth.


“Yup. Water under the bridge.”


The little senator seemed baffled by his response.


“I had a whole speech worked out and everything…”


 “No thanks.”


He waved his hand in a shooing motion hoping to reinforce that it was in the past now. Relived to be spared her long winded speech. She made a pouting face that was much more childish and fitting to her age. For a time he just sat staring as the gears turned in her head. It must have been strange to her to have something be resolved with so little words.


“That’s it?”


“That’s it.”


Her face morphed into something more akin to pondering than the earlier confusion.


“How can you be so forgiving?”


“I’m a Jedi.”


She rolled her eyes.


“That tells me nothing.”
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<Is that all?>


<Yes.>


He circled him. Eyes searching his belt, various pouches and pockets. No doubt paying special attention to easy to conceal areas such as boots and bracers.


<You sure?>


He nodded. No he wasn’t sure. There was one more but he hoped that it would remain undiscovered. Tristan did his best to keep his features even. Knowing full well his buir could sniff out deceit. Resisting the urge to chew his lip in anxiety was a difficult one. Wishing for once he’d inherited buir’s ability to remain stone faced as Sabine had. Not that he wanted Sabine’s temper.


<Yup.>


Tristan allowed himself to swallow thickly when his buir’s gaze finally drifted elsewhere. Fighting the urge to look at his bracer where the blade remained hidden. Worrying his eyes would give him away.


<Alright then.> Buir picked up the top to the small box. <If that’s all you have then we can head in.> He took a look inside before covering the container full to the brim. <You had a lot of weapons on you, Tristan.>


He smiled weakly and shrugged at his buir. It’s not like he carries them all for no reason. Everything on his belt has its use as a weapon or tool. Hell he even learned if the worst came you could even take off your belt and use that as a weapon too. Though he needn’t tell the man, buir taught him how to strangle someone with a belt.


<Every part of you is a weapon. If you lose blaster, you have a knife. Lose your knife, you have helmet. Loose that and you have hands. Break your hands and you have teeth.>


<Tristan, are you ready?>


<Yes!>


With a hop Tristan followed buir into the main quarters of the kom’rk. The flight crew sat around the area. Watching buir enter with disinterest. He prickled with annoyance when they took far too long to give buir their attention, and even then it wasn’t their fullest.


<Tristan and I will be headed to the palace. So all of you are free to…> He seemed to hesitate. Looking them over with uncertainty. <Manage the ship… or enjoy the city or something.>


The crew shared glances between each other before eventually all their eyes came back to Alor’ad Noba. Tristan watched Noba closely as he stood. Slowly and far more casually than he would have been to any other leader.


<I’m sure we’ll be able to find something to keep us occupied, Alrich.>


<Of course. I’ll leave it to you then, Alor’ad.>


Tristan’s eyes narrowed to a glare as he walked past Alor’ad Noba. He was not on friendly enough terms to forget his buir’s title. Be it honorary or not. Noba gave him a grin in return. Baring those fangs wide and offering a little wave of his fingers. If he was equal or greater in rank than that man he’d be sure to give him beating. High rank however was what Tristan didn’t have at the moment, and he wasn’t about to go snitch to his buir either. Maybe Sabine could put some paint in his conditioner. Tristan was sure she would enjoy coloring his white coat rainbow. She has a love of blank canvases after all.


It occurred to him as they made their way down the ramp that his buir didn’t seem to know how to give orders. To warriors at the very least. It wasn’t his place to give orders in the clan. Though Tristan never really thought about the man’s place in the clan. Everyone had always shown respect to him while buir was around, but it appeared the moment she was a moon away that façade crumbled.


It was strange. He wasn’t a warrior like they were. Didn’t carry a weapon or wear armor as all were supposed to. A thought occurred to Tristan for the first time as he watched his buir step off the bottom of the ramp. How had buir completed his rite of passage?


<You’re late, Herr’alor Alrich.>


Taking a step to the side to peer over buir’s shoulder Tristan could see Al’verde Cabur Rau. He cringed at the protector commander’s stern tone.


<Mand’alor is not pleased.>


There was a row of protectors standing behind and a transport speeder waiting.


<She is never pleased.>


His buir waved dismissively but smiled. Offering the Al’verde Cabur his arm to shake. Tristan gave a respectful bow to the second most powerful warrior on Manda’yaim. Unsure if he could address him casually. Sabine knew him better than he did. Rau offered him his arm to shake which Tristan obliged. Realizing that being so unarmed make him feel flighty. Rau’s eyes didn’t miss his empty holsters. Glancing briefly before turning his attention back to buir.


<No escort?>


<I am not here for battle.>


Tristan sighed. Buir could have at least let him keep his weapons.


<I suppose that’s true, but this isn’t exactly the safest place at the moment.> Rau started them towards the transport. <Much less for an ally of the nakanir.>


Buir laughed as they all clambered onto the small vehicle. Grabbing at the rails for balance as the speeder took to the air.


<I’m sure your brave protectors will keep me perfectly safe.>


Tristan rolled his eyes and chose to focus on the city as it passed. Looking up into the high places. There were so many elevated edges for a sniper to conceal himself. Too many overhanging arches for warriors to ambush from. So many angles it would be impossible to predict where an attack may come from.


<Calm yourself, Tristan.>


Buir’s hand fell on his back.


<No one is going to attack us while we’re surrounded by this many protectors.>


Tristan exhaled. Buir might be right. Protectors only recruited the best and had the elite training. He supposed they were similar in that way to ori'ramikad. There were fifteen in this escort. The majority piled into speeders as they were. Others keeping pace on with their jetpacks. Their armor blue and grey. He smiled. Sabine could probably tell him what shade of blue and grey it was.


<Look, Tristan!>


Buir’s hand turning into a vise on his shoulder had him jumping in surprise as he was spun around. Tristan squinted at the object of his buir’s glee. Pulling from the man’s grasp with annoyance, wondering if he always had such a strong grip.


The object causing such a stir was down below in a plaza of sorts. Some trees and bushes lined the edges of the plaza so it may have also been a garden. Though the plants looked worse for wear. Some of the trees missing branches and bushes bare. Some people, nakanir he assumed from their lack of armor, roamed around them. Many looking as if they were attempting to mend the injured plants.


In the center was a large spring or maybe a…


<Is that a coil?>


<That, my son, is a piece of art.>


Tristan cocked his head in thought. It looked like metal wrapped around.


<A beautiful sculpture. I’m glad it’s survived.>


Rau gave him a shrug when they made eye contact.


<Looks like a hunk of metal to me.>


Buir deflated some at that, but soon enough something else caught his eye.


<Over there! It’s the old landscape carving.>


He moved to the other side of the speeder. Pointing at more things.


<And there’s the plaza of statues and busts!>


<I think you brought the wrong child with you.> Tristan deadpanned. Sure buir could see him roll his eyes.


<Not at all.> He smiled softly. <It’s not about the art. I’m just enjoying being able to spend time with my son.>


He looked to his feet. Not prepared for the sudden onslaught of emotion. Tristan had no response, but the confession did make him feel a bit warmer.


Buir didn’t press him for a reply. If he had even been expecting one. Simply giving him a wider loving smile before turning to look out into the city once more.


<Out there.> He spoke calmer this time. Arm raising to point beyond the stacks of habitual cubes. <Far along that path you’ll find the cubes turn into villas.> He paused to breathe. Curling both hands on the rail. <I grew up in one of those luxurious homes.> His voice almost sounded somber.


Buir didn’t talk about his family. Tristan had never asked. Never considered.


<A rich boy?> Rau added his voice to the conversation. A little jovial.


Buir laughed at his words.


<You could say that.>


<What was it like to give all that up?>


<It was hard.> Buir’s voice become serious. <I was a spoiled child, and going from having everything to nothing was a big change, but I think I learned from it. Was humbled by it.>


Rau seemed satisfied by the answer. Nodding before asking one more thing in a more hushed tone.


<What made you stay?>


Buir looked from Rau back to the cityscape. Leaning on the rails as he looked up at the dome making up the sky. Thin smile spreading over his features.


<A baby.> He whispered.


Sabine. Tristan assumed as was obvious. Sabine was his only other sibling and the eldest obviously. Though he had kinda been expecting him to say it was buir. He thought it was normal for the partnership to come first then the child but perhaps that wasn’t always the case?


He pinched his cheek. Enough to sting and likely redden the skin for sure. It was a small price to pay to prevent his thoughts from drifting to a part of his buir’s lives he’d rather not think about. Like the parts where he and Sabine came about.


<There’s the palace.>


<Beautiful as always.>


Tristan couldn’t see the beauty in it. Perhaps he just didn’t want to. Those gilded walls and stained windows were hollow. Memories of warriors clad in imperial whites marching the paths haunted his mind like ghosts. Thoughts of himself in that armor growing as the palace became ever closer. Towering over them and the royal plaza.


He expected they would land in the royal plaza. Only the area was filled to capacity with people. Crowded bodies packed tightly into the space. Swaying like conifers in an angry wind. The mass gathered threatening to overtake the line of flimsy barriers and protectors standing behind. Seeming to do little to abate the growing tension. Though the protest hadn’t devolved into violence Tristan wasn’t sure how long that would last. Unhappy shouting could be heard even from the air though none was discernable. Each voice lost in the many others.


<What is this?>


<This is your problem now.>


He watched buir carefully. Mouth curling into a frown and brows knitting. Face not upset but thoughtful. Finger tapping the railing as he considered actions needed to be taken.


<Have any concessions been made?>


<No.>


Buir sighed, putting his eyes on Rau. In turn the protector commander held his arms up in defense.


<Every time a representative is selected they end up in some accident. Without a formal appeal it’s difficult to make concessions.>


<You don’t actually believe all those representatives died in accidents do you?> Tristan cut into the conversation. Shaking his head at Rau.


<Of course not. However without evidence as to which clan is doing it, or if it’s even one clan, we can’t act.>


The speeder finally touched down far behind the line of protectors keeping the crowd at bay. It was louder than he was used to. Alive with so many voices Tristan could hardly hear himself think. They were ushered in quickly. Gold striped doors shutting out the noise leaving his ears ringing with the sudden onset of quiet.


Rau moved quickly from one door to the next as the number of protectors in tow slowly tapered off. They came to an entry hall with few people outside a set of fancy doors. Ones Tristan knew as those belonging to the throne room. Though he had never been allowed inside. None of the people were adorned with armor. Wearing only light tunics. Similar to those his buir wore. They were perhaps the nakanir he’d heard about and only seen from a distance. Saxon never did care to mingle with the unarmored. One stood nearly in front of the others. Arms crossed over his chest and face set in a scowl. Harsh eyes watching them cross the room.


<Is that the duchess’?>


<Yes.> Rau answered in a hushed tone.


<Why isn’t->


<Its complicated.> Rau cut his buir off before stopping before the doors.


<Are you ready, Herr’alor?>


 Buir paused to straighten his tunic. Smoothing his hands down the front before checking his cuffs, then his hair.


<I am.>


He turned to look at Tristan.


<Are you ready, son?>


Now? Tristan looked to the large doors as they slid open. The throne room was bright. Glass walls glittering and there didn’t appear to be a shadow anywhere. Banners of Houses supporting Mand'alor hung from the celling high above his head. Bearing the House’s crest and colors in bold fabric. Below to either side of the long blue carpet that ran up to the feet of the throne where the Alor'an.


Twenty banners is what Tristan counted but six Alor’an is what he saw. Many if not most appearing none too pleased. He followed buir’s movements closely as they approached the throne. Heart racing and nerves on high alert. It was strange to feel nervous. Didn’t think he would be. After all Tristan had met Bo-katan before. Spoken to her during the attack on Manda’yaim. Fought with her. He’d even seen Sabine be quite rude to Bo-katan on occasion.


And yet…


Surrounded by some of the most powerful of his people. Standing below the throne. Looking up to see Mand’alor herself sat there staring down at them. Her face set on something between neutrality and annoyance.


He was so small. Just a little warrior to a clan subservient to a House hated by many.


Tristan swallowed but didn’t miss his mark to bow when his buir did. Dropping to one knee and lowering his head as his rank demanded whereas buir simply bowed his head. Rau leaving them below to take his seat some steps under the throne.


<Mand’alor.>


<You have finally arrived, Herr’alor.> She spoke with an even if slightly monotone voice. Face harsh and set as stone. <I trust you are ready to get to work.>


Buir rose to look Mand’alor in the eyes as he spoke. Standing straight and clasping his hands behind his back. Tristan followed after. He had long thought himself tough as nails, but being here surrounded by power made his mind falter. Admittedly he had to take a cue from his buir to stand or he may have remained kneeling like a fool. Thankfully as buir put his hands behind his back he offered Tristan a subtle wave of his fingers.


<Absolutely.>


Mand’alor raised her hand. Motioning for the door.


<Let them in.>


Those from the hall filtered in. Some at the rear of the group seeming noticeably nervous. Not that Tristan blamed the nakanir, but it was unwise to be so transparent. The one that had been staring daggers earlier advanced without fear. Coming to stop before him and buir with chin held high. Perhaps he had experience with warriors or maybe he was stupid.


<These are prominent members of the Coalition of Peace on Manda’yaim.> It almost sounded like it was hard for her to speak the group’s name without breaking face. <Assist them in selecting a representative for their faction.>


<It will be done, Mand’alor.> Buir bowed his head once more.


<If no one has anything to add then this meeting is adjourned.>


As no one spoke up, Mand’alor stood and took her leave through a door to the side of the room. Once she had disappeared through, the entry doors opened to allow everyone else out.


A warrior in dark greens and orange was the first to approach buir. Black felid crest adorning his armor. Both sharing in an arm shake. Tristan lingered a little closer to over hear the warrior’s words.


 <Well met, Herr’alor Wren.>


<Likewise, Alor’an Eldar.>


<I’ve heard you name mentioned here and there at times.>


<All good things I hope?>


They shared a laugh and Tristan considered maybe Eldar wasn’t suspicious.


<Most of them.> Buir laughed harder at that. <Though I hope you’re able to settle this…> Eldar seemed to hesitate as he considered his choice of words carefully. <Disagreement between our peoples.>


<Is there something weighing on your mind?>


Eldar paused. Looking over his shoulder before leaning closer to buir. Tristan doing his best to discreetly inch closer to be better within earshot.


<Nakanir have been strategically clogging shipping yards and factory lines in an effort to slow weapons production no doubt. Though in the process they are inadvertently harming themselves since much of what comes in at the docks is food rations and the weapons going out are paying for it.> Eldar sounded annoyed. <However recently a bit of sabotage has been taken place. Some explosives here and heavy machinery breaking there.>


<You suspect them?> Buir sounded surprised. If a bit heartbroken.


<It could be them, but I suspect another clan is taking advantage of them or simply attempting to frame their faction.>


<I’ll look into this matter. Thank you for bringing it to my attention.>


<Be careful, Herr’alor. With the show Mand’alor made here today your head no doubt has a pretty large target on it.>


Buir waved him off with a smile.


<I’m sure I’ll be fine.> He grabbed Tristan’s arm and pulled him closer. <I’ve got my brave and strong son here to protect me.>


Tristan frowned at that. It would be easier to protect you with weapons! He wanted to shout, but now wasn’t the place unfortunately. Eldar nodded though he didn’t look at all convinced, but he took his leave anyways. Being the last of the Alor’an to do so.  


The nakanir however had lingered. Grouped together and discussing amongst themselves.


“This was an unnecessary meeting.” One of them scoffed.


Buir obviously heard them as well, as he took steps closer.


“Why couldn’t we handle this quieter?”


“This was a show of power.” Buir had their attention as he inserted his self into their conversation.


“Last thing we need is the Lady Regnant waving her power at us.”


Tristan took the measure of the scoffer as the man did the same in return. He was surprisingly broad for someone that didn’t fight.


“It wasn’t meant for you or me.”


 “Who then?”


Confusion sparked on the man’s face as he followed buir’s gaze up to the banners hanging over head. Tristan didn't know if his buir was focused on a specific banner or not, but he couldn’t help his own eyes locking on the one hanging near the center. Fluttering lazily in the breeze made by the doors. Emboldened with a white ox head on a grey field. He could only hope his buir and ori’vod would come home safe from their mission.


“Her enemies.”
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Truthfully one of these days Fenn was going to get him killed. It was surprising he hadn’t been caught already. Likely House Vizsla had grown far too large to keep track of all its members. Easy enough for him to mix among their ranks without too much of a fuss. Alor’ad Zol hadn’t seemed to question his loyalties when he showed up out of the blue after being assigned to his squad. The set of fake Vizsla armor helped tremendously even if wearing the plate made his skin crawl.


The Alor’an returned some days ago. Being relatively low on the totem pole as he was for the moment, Jorso, or as the Vizslas knew him Kei-to, didn’t see much of the esteemed Alor’an. He was a busy man after all. Spending most of his time in the deeper sections of Galaar Yaimol’kel. Alor’an Vizsla was preparing for something. The house was stockpiling resources and arms in massive quantities. Not to mention the number of ships he’d seen docked. Warriors of multiple clans amassed discreetly as well. 


House Vizsla was preparing for war, but against who was the question. Mand’alor Kryze was the most obvious target. However having the support of all the clans in his house would do little against the combined might of the many houses that support her. Another prospect is that House Vizsla is attempting to assert control over the entirety of Concordia again. Crushing or assimilating the other Houses that shared space with them would certainly afford him more power or perhaps they have grown weary of the small peace that has come with the fall of the Empire. They wouldn’t be the only house that has shown signs of restlessness.


An important VIP was scheduled for a landing today. Jorso wasn’t qualified enough to greet them or ranked enough for guard duty so he had some free time. Squeezing himself out a tiny window Jorso carefully made his way up the side of the old stone bastion. Some durasteel had been laid over sections which made it difficult to find a hand hold but the protruding rectangular reinforcement running along the wall did give him a place for his feet. The local feathered lizard-birds gave him the stink eye as he did his best to step over their little nests.


His destination was no easy place to get to but it was well worth the cover. A small gargoyle just under an extended bastion rampart. Elevated nicely Jorso could see the landing pad with his rangefinder without the worry of being spotted, and with Manda'kar rising behind he needn’t worry about a forward star casting shine off his equipment.


Jorso sat in the swayed back of the stone creature. Resting his feet on its carved perch. The kom’rk arrived on time as he expected. It was three kom’rk actually with a fang escort. Grey, white and marked in yellow. Alor’an Vizsla was there to greet them as the ship touched the dock. He nearly slid from his perch when the VIP was revealed to be Herr’alor Ursa Wren. The unique ears of her helm giving her away as she stepped off the ramp to meet Vizsla half way. Crew following suit.


The Herr’alor Wren was a stanch supporter of Bo-katan so it was strange to see her here and presumably supporting house Vizsla’s war stockpiling. Either Wren’s loyalties to her Mand’alor were questionable or Vizsla’s attention was elsewhere.


Jorso flipped up his rangefinder. He’d let his Al’verde Cabur ponder the finer details of the information. For now he hoped with Vizsla distracted by guests he could finally sneak into his office for some much needed snooping.


Moving back across the wall took a little more effort than the first time. The fox-eagle did not appreciate him standing in her giant nest when she returned. An empty nest this early in the season so she wasn’t too aggressive but hissed suggestively none the less. Climbing up onto the rampart, careful of any patrols, Jorso made his way back into the fortification. He’d scouted the location of Alor’an Vizsla’s office beforehand so it was easy enough to locate. Timing his infiltration with the changing of the shift Jorso was able to bypass the lock and slip in unnoticed.


The office was different than he imagined. He expected the man to have at least one painting of himself or even a bust. It was a bit disappointing really. Vizsla came off as arrogant to a lot of people, but he guessed the man wasn’t a picture of yourself on the wall kind of arrogant. Around him the room was pretty usual for an office. He went straight for the desk. Warry of any traps he gave it a scan first. There was a simple drawer trap set which he easily got around by pressing the two keys at once rather than just the open key.


Inside were some storage disks and data pads. The manifest was a bit interesting but it mostly contained the day to day clan use of goods and not the mass imports he saw down in storage. He rifled through the other drawer but didn’t really find anything of relevance. Only Clan Vizsla’s day to day happenings and some of the house’s delegations. Jorso sighed and plopped down in the seat. He’d have to do more searching around Galaar Yaimol’kel. Vizsla had to have a secret office somewhere that he missed.


He gave the middle drawer another once over. A data reader and some more cards but nothing interesting on them. Under was a small holo display with a chip inserted. Jorso eyed the door. He could spare a moment to look at it. The holo lit up with the grainy image of two people. One of them was clearly a younger Tyr Vizsla. If a bit more blonde than grey and sideburns a little longer with stubble along his jaw. His armor had different pattering but the same clan colors and it looked dusty and scratched to hell. Jorso had never seen Vizsla smile so happily but he was in this image. Beaming in fact. If it wasn’t for the degradation of the image he might even say the man was blushing.


He was shoulder to shoulder with a woman. Dark hair pinned up with bangs swayed over her eyes and tanned skin he didn’t immediately recognize her. The armor colors and helmet pattern definitely gave her away as a Wren. He didn’t know any of them personally so he couldn’t place the face, but the woman looked content. If the small thin line of a sweet smile was any indication.


Curious as this image was it wasn’t at all relevant to his mission. Carefully he tucked it back under the data pads and slid the drawer shut. He rose, tucking the chair in as it had been, and made his way along the left wall. A large painted canvas hung there next to a textile baring the clan’s mantle. He considered either of them could have easily hidden a safe behind but he didn’t really know if he would have time to check. It may be best to just confirm his suspicions then return at a later date.


The tapestry was first. Flipping it back as it hung loosely to the wall was simple. Behind there was not but wall. The canvas would be more difficult. It was very tall and long. Material seeming to be mounted on a heavy frame. Adding more pain, in front of the item was a long side table with refreshments. Jorso stared up at the painting. Colored into its surface was the sight of a jai'galaar folding its wings for a dive. He’d never seen the animal in person. Extinct on Manda’yaim and with an endangered cousin on Concordia it was a rare sight. Though seen as a dangerous pest to most mando’ade for its territorial and aggressive nature he could understand why house Vizsla would revere the beast and stamp the creature on their armor. The animal in the painting seemed enormous. Equipped with narrow wings, long powerful beak and sharp talons.


Jorso felt along the painting for any pins that might trigger an alarm. There were two that he could reach. Whether to protect the painting from would be thieves or spies, such as himself, he couldn’t determine at this time. Every minute was a risk and he had spent several by now so it was past time to head out for now and return at a later time. He went for the door. Ready to tap the door open when to keypad lit up before he could touch it. The door made a chime of unlocking and Jorso’s heart struck the heavy plate on his cheat with every beat. He need to hide now.


The table.


He dove under its cloth as quietly as possible. Hoping those entering didn’t hear the flagon and glassware jingle as he did. He set his head low so he could peer under the gap the cloth left. Large standard boots with blue plating entered first. Vizsla he assumed. Followed by smaller boots. The plating on them lightly colored in yellow.


<What do you want, Tyr?>


It was a woman’s voice, and she seemed to be on a first name basis with Vizsla. Though she didn’t sound pleased.


<You didn’t bring everything.>


<You didn’t pay for more.> He could hear the agitation growing in her tone.


<I demanded-!>


<You’ll demand nothing from me.>


They were quiet for moment. Standoffish as Vizsla shifted from one foot to the other uneasily. This must have been Herr’alor Wren. Jorso hoped they were about to discuss something relating to Vizsla’s resource stockpiling. He could finally get some good information, and from the camel-horse’s mouth.


<Ursa.> Vizsla spoke as if through clenched teeth.


<After what happened at Vaiidhas Tra’kel I suggest you tread carefully, Tyr.>


Jorso couldn’t believe she was speaking to her Alor’an in such a way. It almost sounded like she wanted to kill him. He wanted to know what happened on Krownest.


<I am your Alor’an!> Vizsla’s desk rattled as his fist came down on its surface. <We may have history but I expect you to have respect.>


There was venom in Vizsla’s voice. Seemed she got under his skin. He was curious what Vizsla meant by history.


<Respect? Like the respect you showed me when you abandoned me? When you couldn’t even be bothered to show up to my sister’s hettyc, and look what you did to my daughter. Don’t you dare talk to me about respect.>


<I did not abandon you. I was out there fighting the Jetii!> Vizsla was yelling now. He sounded furious.


<You were fighting ghosts!> She shouted back, taking a few heavy steps closer. <After Pre died all that promise of power went to your head, and you abandoned me and your daughter for it.>


Daughter? They had a child together? Jorso had to remind himself not to gasp. Though it may not have been information on the stockpiling it was information none the less.


<You’re the one that told me to stay away. Threatened to take my head!>


<You know what you did.>


<Don’t act like I’m the bad parent. You banished her. I would have fought the Empire for my child.>


He heard Wren make a sharp gasping inhale.


<You should have sent her to me. I could have taught her how to fight the Empire instead of rolling over like a dog.> He spat his words at her and for a moment there was silence once again.


Then there was a heavy thunk and Vizsla’s feet went stumbling back. Cups shattering on the floor as he used the table to steady himself. More silence as Vizsla regained his footing.


<I did call for you.> Her voice was near a whisper now. Low and full of a smoldering fury. <Where was clan Vizsla when the Empire put star destroyers in orbit over Krownest?>


Wren took steps forward. Advancing on Vizsla until he was pushed into the table. Jorso felt tense. Hoping they wouldn’t break the table.


<Where were you when Sabine need somewhere to go? Do you think I would have hesitated to send her somewhere safe, even with the history between us?>


The table groaned under the weight put on it and Jorso thinks he heard Vizsla choke.


<Perhaps she was better off with the Twi’lek and Jetii than she would have been with you. Given what you did to her face.>


Wren backed away and Vizsla grunted. Returning to his full height slowly.


<I was only going to teach her a lesson, but then you had to get in the way and make me miss.>


<Miss? What the hell were you aiming for?!>


<Just a little nick on the ear would have told her to remember her place.>


Wren stomped her foot in irritation.


<If Sabine loses that eye I’ll have yours.>


Jorso hoped for stars sake he wasn’t found her the table. He knew Vizsla was a dangerous man, but Wren sounded frightening. He didn’t want to know what she would do to him if she found him listening in on their private conversation.


<Do you hate me that much, Ursa?> Vizsla sighed. He sounded tired now. A few droplets of blood falling to the floor.


<I never hated you, Tyr.>


<Then why…why didn’t you come back?> Forlorn desperation seeped into his voice. <I know that I was wrong about some of the things I did back then.>


<Only some of them?>


<I should have never threatened to take her from you. Sabine could have made the decision when she was older.>


<I don’t want your apologies.>


Wren didn’t sound convicted to Jorso. Her tone was still harsh and accusing, but sadder now. Vizsla approached Wren but she recoiled. From his position under the table it was difficult to see what had transpired but the way Wren pull her hand back it almost looked as though Vizsla had reached for it.


<Don’t.>


<This is all Alrich’s fault.> Vizsla seethed. <I should have thrown him out the airlock the moment I saw him.>


It was Wren’s turn to sigh this time.


<I…> Wren hesitated. Her voice sounded like it cracked. <I suppose I’ve always loved you.>


That had Vizsla stopping short as he had begun to walk to his desk.


<Then…then why?>


<Though I will probably never be able to stop loving you… I…> There was a long pause as Wren seemed to be trying to keep her composure. <When I wake up in the morning and I see Alrich there snoring away, spread out like he does, and taking up the bed…> There was the smallest of smiles on her face. Her tone lightening into something faintly joyful. <I know I made the right choice. Someone like me, the horrible things I’ve done, I’m lucky to have someone like Alrich.>


Vizsla hung his head and turned his back to Wren.


<I still don’t understand what he has that I don’t. He’s not even a real warrior....>


<I’ve learned… in the end, being a great warrior doesn’t make you a great parent.>


Wren started for the door. Stopping when she heard sniffling. Before she could say anything Vizsla spoke.


<You may have broken my nose.> His voice wavered.


<Good.> Ursa pulled her helmet back on. Wiping at the blood on her visor with a hand, but smearing it instead. <Now you will have something in common with your daughter.>


Wren made her way out. Vizsla remained, leaning over his desk with his fingers digging into the hard surface. His face contorted and for an instant it looked as through the fearless leader of House Vizsla might cry, but then it morphed into anger. With a heavy hand he slammed his fist into the desk. Again and again until it likely stung his knuckles. Vizsla strode over to the small table Jorso was under and with a single swipe sent they rest of the items adorning its surface crashing down.


Jorso held his breath as the action pulled at the covering cloth. He remained completely still as the table cracked under Vizsla’s anger. His hand twitched for his belt where the detonators were. If Vizsla discovered him he was a dead man, but at least he could take a few of them with him.


When his heart had just about galloped away Vizsla went silent. The man’s breathing calmed considerably and he went shuffling for his helmet. Jorso watched as he composed his self, adorned his helmet then walked smoothly out the door. Jorso waited. Sound couldn’t be heard beyond the door so he couldn’t count footsteps. He waited until his arms shook and his legs ached. There were no windows so he had to exit through the door. His legs stung when he finally pulled himself out from under the table. Breathing like he had run a mile as he went for the door’s keypad.


It slid open in what felt like the slowest door ever. On the other side Jorso was met with nothing. An empty hall. Exiting he made sure to keep his pace slow and not go off in a sprint like he wanted. He needed to look like a guard on patrol until he could reach the window he came in through. When he was finally feet away from a clean escape a voice called out.


<Guard.> A woman’s voice. She sounded young. <Yeah you.> She huffed when he looked around. Hoping there was another actual guard he could turn her towards.


<Yes-er-Alor’ad.>


He caught himself. It might have given him away if he had responded rudely to an Alor’ad. Thankfully her rank plate was noticeable on her armor. Which now that he got a good look at it, was not painted as he expected. Though it was normal Wren colors the lines a little more stylized than the average warrior.


It was Sabine Wren. Fenn has told him much of this Wren. Though Jorso is still not as convinced of her loyalties as the Al’verde Cabur.


<Do you know the whereabouts of Herr’alor Wren?>


Interesting that she would address her own buir formally. He suspected she didn’t want to give herself away as the daughter of someone of importance. Perhaps she sought to make her own way without relying on the title of her buir. Jorso could respect that, if she weren’t a Vizsla and known Imperial co-conspirator.


<Afraid not, Alor’ad. I’ve just changed guard.> He hoped that sounded like a good enough excuse.


She sighed and he had to try not to look down on her given her short stature. In this armor he was no more than a grunt. Not the ranked officer he was among the protectors. Though he did take note in how her helmet’s pattern differed from those of other Wrens. There was a line painted across the left side in brighter red. The line went over the helmet about where the eye would be making it appear like a slash mark. This would help him recognize her much easier in the future.


<As you were then.> She replied in a disappointed tone before moving on.


Jorso waiting until she was out of sight to slink out the window. He needed to give a report to Fenn. Things at Galaar Yaimol’kel were more complicated than they expected. If clan Vizsla does come to oppose Mand’alor Bo-katan then maybe they could somehow use this bit of information to their advantage.
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Time wasn’t something Sabine expected she would have after setting out for a mission. Without her paints to occupy the accompanying silence she was left with far too much time for her mind to wander. Sabine sat on her bunk staring at the far wall. Listening to her own breath under the helmet for a lack of better things to do. Trying and certainly failing to ward off any all-consuming anxiety. For a moment she considered going to see if she could acquire a small can of paint from clan Vizsla. Any color would do really. Even something dull and boring would be enough just to keep her mind focused. Sabine smirked at the thought of leaving an unflattering doodle of the Alor’an painted where it could be well appreciated. 


Her scheming was cut short however as the door to the billet opened loudly, cutting into the silence. Sabine’s attention was immediately on Bar’dr who was easily distinguished by his gravely misshapen helmet. He scanned over the rows of empty bunks until is visor came upon where she was seated.


<Sabine.> Bar’dr’s voice was deep, but breathy like his mouth was always full of marbles. <Join us for dinner.> He spoke slower than most. Though that may have been due to him being mostly incomprehensible when speaking even moderately quickly.


She started to protest. Suddenly preferring the silence of solitude to mingling with veterans she was unfamiliar with.


<I wasn’t asking.> His voice dropped an octave if that was even possible and Bar’dr took a full step in.


 Sabine dropped down from her top bunk. Getting the message loud and clear. Last thing she wanted was to look like a child as he came to pry her from the bed by force. She could resist but it was obvious that would be a fight she would not win. Not to mention he out ranked her too. She rolled her eyes and squeezed passed him through the open door.


<Don’t roll your eyes at me.>


 He laughed and Sabine jumped, spinning around into a near combat stance as his hand thwacked the back of her helmet.


How did he know? Her hands quickly went to adjust the tilt of her helmet. Pushing it back up until the visor was better aligned with her vision and pressure was relived from her wound.


<Don’t be so surprised.> Bar’dr chuckled, pointing a finger at her. <Your body language gave you away.> She watched him take a deep breath before dropping his shoulders with an audible sigh and rolling his head in an exaggerated manner. <Just like that.> He mocked.


Sabine fought the urge to roll her eyes again and growl at him. Clenching her fists rather than prove him completely correct. He advanced taking up most of the narrow hall and backing Sabine into what she knew was the mess deck.


The others sat in a loose pattern at a communal rectangular table. Their attention on her and Bar’dr as she was backed into the area. Sabine frowned at the sight of Sahn laying a pair of blaster magazines in Torva’s out stretched palm. Scanning over the table it appeared only Za’an and her buir were missing.


A loner was what Sabine had always considered herself. Even on the Ghost with the people she trusted most, she preferred her space. The thought of sitting with these warriors and eating a meal gave her a sort of anxiousness that was nearly as painful her former solitude. It helped little that they shared a clan and kinship. Sabine knew next to nothing about them.


She turned her attention from the gazes on her back to Bar’dr. Though she could still feel them staring.


<I’m not hungry?> Sabine made a poor attempt to be excused from dinner.


<Team bonding then.> Bar’dr added as he remained blocking her escape. His hand sweeping out to direct her to the table.


Sabine relented with a sigh when it was finally clear she wouldn’t be able to weasel out. There were a few open spaces at the table. She intended to take the seat furthest to the end. It was the only spot neither between nor next to a person, but Bar’dr’s firm grasp on her pauldron told her otherwise as he led her to a seat. Plopping himself down on the end spot. Sabine immediately felt crowded as she bumped elbows with Selina.


<Thanks.> She offered meekly as Sahn set a plate before Sabine then moved to do the same for Bar’dr.


It was a hardy meal. One that was sure to be fulfilling. Plate packed with meats, vegetables, and a bit of fruit. She swallowed thickly at the realization this would probably be the last real meal she would have after they left for Cinmer’kel. Plain ration bricks and dried packs would be all to eat on the way.


<It’s delicious, Sahn.> An elder voice rasped out.


Bar’jac had been the first to remove his helmet and began to shovel food into his mouth. His face was as Sabine expected based on his voice. Worn old leather with thinning silver hair and bushy brows.


<Why thank you.> Sahn made an exaggerated show of appreciation. Voice full of sarcasm as she graciously held her hand over her heart. <Torva was my assistant for this evening’s meal.> She elbowed said warrior who sat in the seat next to her.


She thought Torva would join the conversation next. Instead he shifted away from Sahn’s prodding. Huffing and crossing his arms. Sahn frowned at him as she set her helmet at the center of the table where it joined Bar’jac’s.


<Keep it to yourself.> She ordered in a low tone.


It felt like his eyes were right on her. Burning into Sabine despite the helmets they both wore. She suspected his issue was with herself and it had her hackles raised in defense already.


Another helmet joining the others at the table added a clanking to the awkwardness. Sabine allowed her gaze to turn to Selina next to her.


<I hear you’ve got a scar on your face.> Selina smiled oddly. <I want to see.>


Sabine wasn’t quite sure if she was being friendly or if the look in her eyes was dangerous. Regardless Sabine found herself increasingly uncomfortable. Shoulders tensing with then itch to fight.


<You should wear it like a badge of honor.> She grinned. <I’ve got one too.> Selina pointed to her tip of her chin. <Though mine’s a bit silly.>


She laughed and turned her chin up to give Sabine a better look. The curve of her chin was marred by an indentation where the shape was clearly deformed. Pressed inward where the skin was shaded darker than the surrounding caramel tone.


 <Fell on the ice as an adiik. Right on my chin.> She rubbed the deformity with her hand. <I wish it was a more interesting story to tell.>


All at once Sabine felt smothered. Caught between Bar’dr and Selina. There was nowhere to flex her elbows without touching one or the other. Her gaze drifted down to the plate sat before her. The smell of it wafting through her helmet making her stomach rumble. Earlier was a lie, of course Sabine was starving, but she’d rather go hungry than suffer their judgment. As much as she liked to claim peoples thoughts had no effect on her that was far from the truth. Especially and agonizingly so if they were kin.


Slowly her fingers balled into fists under the table. Sabine sat with a stiff back and limbs drawn close. She knew sooner or later the helmet would need to come off for food to make its way to her mouth. It wasn’t the scar itself marring her face that made Sabine’s nervous rattle, rather it was the implication that she had once again let her clan down. After all she had lashed out at their Alor’an. Freezing like prey to boot.


The table clanked as an armored arm fell over it. Jostling the plate and cups nearby. Selina was turned to face Sabine completely now. Face curled in annoyance as she rested her cheek on her fist.


<You’ve got to eat sometime.> She tsked at Sabine. <Or do you need buir to hold your hand?>


Sabine turned abruptly. Her knuckles knocking the table as she faced Selina fully.


<I don’t need anyone to hold my hand.> Sabine hissed at Selina with clenched teeth.


At the end of the table behind Selina, Bar’jac could be seen shaking his head disapprovingly.


<You’re a ver’lesk on a mission far out of your experience range. Seems like handholding to me.>


Sabine tensed. She wanted to shout, to deny the accusation, but Selina stated what had been in the back of Sabine’s mind from the start.


<Don’t be stupid, Selina.> Another voice joined. Sahn sounding tired as she absently tapped her spoon on the less than full plate. <Would you want your son on this mission? I certainly wouldn’t want either of my boys headed for Cinmer’kel.>


Selina seemed to consider this. Her face twisting into a frown.


<Then why is she here? Is Ursa trying to kill her daughter?>


Of course not. Was what Sabine’s mind immediately supplied, but the seed of doubt had now been planted. Though she knew her buir was a harsh person Sabine had always been able to tell herself that buir cared in some way. Even if it was just a little. Being exiled was the first thing that truly made Sabine question her buir’s love for her. However after some time she was able to rationalize it away to something lesser. Given sometime to grow and think of their positions in reverse Sabine couldn’t tell herself that her buir’s decision was the wrong one. After all even though she had been cast into exile Sabine had been allowed to leave with her armor, and retained her right as a mando’ad. If she had truly been hated then it would have been all too easy to have had her armor taken and been named dar'manda.


<She is here to finally put all the doubts aside.> Sahn’s voice was serious. Filled with authority and demanding respect. Sabine nearly gulped when her attention turned moved from Selina to herself. <I was witness to your duel with Gar Saxon.> Her features relaxed some as the slightest of smiles graced her. <You’ll have no doubt from me regarding your skill, but there are still others questioning your commitment to the clan.>


She understood. After all there were plenty of sins against the clan she committed.


<I know.> Sabine hung her head. Doing her best to keep her tone from faltering. <Holt’verde Morrok has already made it pretty clear I shouldn’t have been allowed to return. That I should have been…>


The breath faded before the words could escape. Executed, she filled in the blank mentally. Part of her wanted to believe that it simply wasn’t true, but as time wore on and the idea permeated every spare moment. Heart fluttering and chest feeling ever more constricted under the surface of her armor with every inhale. What Sabine longed for was the answer. To confront her buir and demand the truth, the reality. There had been so many opportunities, yet each time Sabine lost her voice. It was cowardly. She was knew her buir not some monster.


Yet she couldn’t do it. Wouldn’t, because truly Sabine didn’t want to know the answer. Didn’t want to hear the words she knew buir would speak. It would hurt far too much if her worse thoughts morphed into reality as ridiculous as it was.


If she simply never heard the answer then she could continue to pretend that neither were reality.  


<Morrok should mind his own hypocrisy.>


Sabine looked to Bar’jac at the other end of the table. The man scoffed and rolled his eyes.


<Hypocrisy?> She tensed. What she had been long trying to avoid from buir was surfacing from another source.


Bar’jac nodded at her.


<You seen that big ass scar on his face? You know how he got it?>


She did recall the scar. It was kind of hard to forget such a glaringly face altering wound. Sabine felt her stomach drop. Her chest growing cold at the thought of her own face changing injury. She didn’t want to think about how similar their scars would be.


<I’ve seen it.> Sabine spoke slowly. Not wanting to betray the waver that her tone had taken.


Bar’jac pushed his clean plate away so he could rest his arms over the table.


<Now tell me what fate awaits those that lose in the selection.>


<Death.> Her throat felt dry as she tried to swallow down the growing anxiety. <It’s a fight to the death.> Sabine clarified if to no one but herself.


<And yet Morrok is still alive because Ursa showed him mercy.>


Mercy wasn’t so much a foreign concept to warriors, but it was uncommon. Rarer even that a prospective Alor would allow their competition to continue drawing breath.


<Morrok had been Bor’s left hand. Ursa had respect for his skills. He was worth more to the clan alive than dead, but by all rights he should have been put to the sword.> That choice of words had Sabine flinching. <If anyone should be ashamed of their face it’s him.>


Buir was capable of mercy. That shouldn’t have been surprising, yet it was. Sabine felt a little lighter. Her eyes burned and she fought against the instinct to let tears fall. Not in front of everyone, she told herself. Don’t let them see you unravel. She didn’t give a damn about Morrok. He’d seemed out to grate her from the start. The idea however that Morrok’s words had been wrong grew in her mind. Surly if Morrok could be granted mercy, could be allowed to survive the selection, then Sabine could too. Not simply because she was the daughter of the Herr’alor but because she was worthy of redemption.


<If you still need convincing that you’re not the dumbest among us then have a look at my vod’ika’s face.> He added with a chuckle. Pointing down the table to Bar’dr. <Show her.>


<Very funny, Bar’jac.> He huffed and began drawing his helmet over his head.


Sabine’s eyes widened at the sight, though she did her best not to let her surprise show.


<It’s alright.> His voice reassured softly. <Everyone is startled at first.>


<How-?> She shut her mouth as quickly as it opened. Clacking her teeth in horror. Last thing she wanted was to be insensitive.


Bar’dr just smiled. It was a strained gesture but a genuine one as his face pulled tightly. Looking at how his jaw was misaligned and lips torn with scaring Sabine now understood why his speech was so stiff. There was more damage she could make out as her eyes roved over his features. Cheek on his right side flattened and forehead sloped with a dent on the left. Much of the grey hair adorning his head thin and patchy. The eye on his right just above the crushed cheek was half closed and fitted with a prosthesis underneath.


<Got my head stuck in a security door.> He chuckled hoarsely. <Good old helmet was crushed.> His hand tapped said helmet on the table.


It dawned on her that damage on his helmet lined up near perfectly with the misshaping of his face. The scars scattered here and there she realized would have been from the internal structure of his helm gouging into flesh as the metal pressed in.


<And that’s why you move your ass when the alarms start blaring.> Sahn added with a grin.


<I lived.> Bar’dr shrugged.


<Except you almost didn’t.> Sabine met eyes with Bar’jac. <Even the helmet puller couldn’t get it off and the baar’ur told me my vod’ika was going to die.>


<They got it off me eventually.>


She could see Bar’jac growing tenser as his brother’s lack of concern.


<I had to listen to you wail in pain for hours, di’kut.> His voice became pained which had his brother flinching. <It was only after we all knew you were going to die someone had the stupid idea of cutting it off your head.>


<And here I am thanks to Azh-ka.> Bar’dr held his glass up. <Glory to that woman that didn’t murder me with a beskar saw!> He laughed as the others reached over the table to meet their drinks with his.


After a long swig of his drink, that had plenty spilling from the corners of his lips, Bar’dr elbowed Sabine giving her a cheeky grin.


Though the helmet still bore the distortions to its shell it was clear to Sabine’s eyes much had been hammered out rather than re-forged. There was an obvious line starting below the ear that rose along the side of the face over the forehead and around to the other ear down to the jaw. The line was thick with weld where the helmet was cut in two before being made one once again. It must have been a source of great pride for him that he would keep such blemishes despite their potential to weaken the integrity of the beskar.


<Not only did she save my life but she also honored me with a wonderful daughter.> His voice began to crackle. The water works were in full force now as she watched him sniffle and rub his eyes. <Damn those clones.> He whispered.


Slowly Sabine reached for her own helmet. Pulling it away with some hesitance. She clutched the piece tightly to her chest and kept her eyes low as she knew the others were taking in her appearance. The quiet returned as everyone leaned in for a good look. Sabine could feel her skin crawl. Instinct telling her to either flee or open with an insult to distract from her returning discomfort. After a moment she could hear Selina let out a hm. The woman was rubbing her chin in thought again.


<Maybe you are the dumb one here.> She said matter of factly. Unaffected by Sabine’s glare. <Well only an or'dinii would try to use a lightsaber against a cortosis edged beskad.>


Cortosis? Sabine sighed into the ceiling. Of course Alor’an Vizsla would have a blade made of a stupid rare metal. At least knowing about the weapon she could prepare for it fully in the future. There would be no more surprises from Vizsla. Her shoulders felt heavy as she picked up her fork she began to shovel food into her mouth. It was growing cold and Sabine was starving.
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Warrior and the Pacifist ll
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Twenty some years earlier.


Vaiidhas Tra’kel, Krownest.


Snow. It was everywhere. Hard packed in some places and soft enough to sink him up to his knees in others. He heaved a hard breath and fought to raise his foot to the next step. The icy air stung his lungs with the effort. Lips chapped and split from the dryness. He’d seen so many holos of snowy landscapes back home. Often longing to see the powdery like precipitation that fell from the sky in beautiful crystals. One day I’ll see snow in for myself and paint a snowscape in person and not from a reference!  He’d always told himself. Dreaming of leaving behind that grey dome diligently.


It did not snow on Sundari. That much was obvious. The biome outside was but one. Hot, dusty, flat surface that left little for an artist to paint to a canvas. Inside wasn’t much better either. With grey surrounding them on all sides the skyline wasn’t much for inspiration. Though his work had always been praised Alrich had often felt stagnated. Looking at the worlds he depicted onto canvas they always felt dull. Like he was missing the color, the life, the experience. Three things he couldn’t find on this long barren planet.


Which is what led him here or rather led to a series of foolish decisions that would perhaps end here.  Chest heaving and arms burning from exertion. Feet lost in the snow that started to become slick with all the boot prints muddying it. He drew back and had to steady his feet on the surface once more. Swinging with a grunt and feeling the axe vibrate down his arms. The young conifer groaned and swayed but remained standing. Alrich sighed, and peered up into its branches as needles gently rained down around him.


If he goes the rest of his life without seeing a drop of snow ever again that would be a blessing.


Alrich moved some paces away from the tree to plant his butt on raised bank of the frozen surface. He was sweating and had long since stripped away his hot coat. Resting the axe between his feet and taking a swig of his canteen in thought. This was his last tree of the day. All he had to do was fell the scrawny thing and strip its branches and he would be free for the rest of the evening. He was thankful of the warrior clan for allowing him a place to stay. A thought he never considered would ever cross his mind, but really he had nowhere else to go.


The conflict between the Republic and Separatists has grown as far as he heard and for whatever reason the warriors were up in arms too. Alrich had seen Ursa a scarce few times since she left him here. Off to battle, but to where no one would say. At least she hadn’t abandoned him to some wild planet. Though his room was a shared one and his stay hadn’t come for free. Alrich could at least be grateful to be alive with a belly full of food and a couch to sleep on.


A strong gust of wind made Alrich shiver as it nearly unseated him. Groaning and crackling of wood making him nearly choke on his water as the conifer began to bend and fall. Alrich jumped to his feet in a panic. Sliding in the snow, he knew if the tree came his way there would be no way he could move in time. Thank the stars it went in the opposite direction. Falling with a heavy thump and bouncing as it scattered snow and pelted him in cones.


Swinging the axe over his shoulder Alrich prepared himself to continue earning his keep. The blisters on his hands having long turned to calluses. His once short hair now tickling his ears and making a mess of his face. As the son of a professor and police captain this wasn’t the type of work Alrich ever imagined himself doing. Perhaps his parents hadn’t thought this would be his fate either. He wondered what they were doing now. If he had been presumed deceased or if they were still clinging to the hope he would ever return. At this point Alrich didn’t know himself. Maybe he would die on this planet and the warriors would throw his body in an unmarked grave. His family never knowing what had become of their youngest.


Reaching the end of the tree he chopped off the thin tip before taking a step back to look over his work. A pile of branches laying in a small heap next to the trunk littered with crude axe swings. Wrens burned their dead on a pyre as he had witnessed for Sabine, but he doubted that level of care would be afforded to an outsider.


The remains of the felled tree was some else’s job so Alrich packed up his things and began the long trek back through annoying snow. He hadn’t been far from the fortress. It always remained within sight. What they did with the wood from the trees that were cut down were a mystery to him. They didn’t appear to need it for lumber so he suspected it was for warmth but that couldn’t be it either since there were hardly any hearths in the place, and the ones he had seen were electric not wood. What he did know is that he wasn’t just cutting down any trees either. All his trees were marked meticulously. Every one was a young tree and by observing the marked conifers he could see they were set in a circular pattern around the stronghold. Alrich could guess he was simply helping keep the line of sight for the fortification clear of trees that could otherwise hide invaders.


As he neared the base of the mountain where the Wren stronghold sat his eyes were drawn to the screeching of wind overhead. Squadron on gauntlets coming out of the clouds in a rush. Some of the wings leaving a plume of black smoke trailing behind. It was a curious sight to see them return so battered. Alrich made a bit of effort to put some speed into his steps. He wondered if Ursa returned with them. Unsure why the thought of seeing the woman that continued to give him the cold shoulder made him some giddy.


By the time he’d made his way into the entry a mass of warriors had gathered. Not enough to fill the great hall but plenty for him to bump shoulders with on his way back to his room. After leaving his things in the quarters Alrich made his way to the hanger where the ships docked. It took some time for him to become accustomed to this place upon his arrival. A few times he got lost or made the mistake of wandering into an area restricted from outsiders. The architecture was at least familiar enough. Square steely halls and minimalist design not that far from Sundari’s construction. Even his own home was quite a bit built in the same manner just not as reinforced and with much more decorations to fill the negative space. He supposed that despite how different their peoples considered themselves they really still had much in common. At least architecturally speaking. 


As he neared the lift that would take him to the hangar a rough hand to his chest had Alrich stopping in his tracks.


<Out of the way, nakanir.> 


The warrior shoved him back against the wall with some force. Alrich started to protest. It was getting pretty annoying that the warriors thought they could push him around just because he wasn’t one of them. Then the lift doors swept open and he could see everyone occupying the hall parted. Alrich stilled as the first line of Wrens emerged. Pairs of them with stretchers in between. He pressed himself back as flat as he could be against the wall in horror. Warriors lay on the stretchers obscured by bloodied sheets. Only their feet and a few limp hands swaying were visible as they were carried past. He didn’t want to see this, he didn’t want to be reminded of the Jedi.


Alrich’s hand flew over his mouth as the stench of blood and death hit his nose. His stomach tightening with the urge to vomit. Despite the overwhelming need to flee he remained. Eyes roving over the deceased for familiar features. Heart beat accelerating as each passing corpse was not her.


<Where is Ursa?> He finally managed to choke out, successfully swallowing down the vomit.


The warrior tilted his helmet in what Alrich could only assume was curiosity or confusion. He didn’t speak for a long moment and it felt as if for every second Alrich was sweating buckets.


<Infirmary.>


When he finally replied Alrich took a deep breath of relief. Though he was also beset by confusion of his own. It was a strange thing to think he was worried for the safety of a warrior.


Slipping away was easy enough. Everyone was preoccupied and the outsider was the least important thing at the moment. A small lift took him swiftly to the medical wing. It wasn’t nearly as crowded as the other floors but there were more warriors taking up the halls than usual. Alrich cringed heavily and tiptoed around a bright slick of blood splattered over the floor. Animated yelling could be heard coming from further down. He swallowed and took a heavy breath. More hesitant now that he could recognized their owners.


<This is on Pre.> A bitter male voice spat.


<This is on the Republic! Clones swarmed the camp!> The woman fired back. Pointing an angry finger at the man.


<Pre has no idea how to manage supply lines.>


It was Bor. Herr’alor Bor, his mind hastily added lest Ursa correct him again. At his full height he towered over the woman. Bo-katan, she was easy enough to recognize with her striking scarlet hair.


<The Republic blockade->


<Means nothing when warriors are left to starve to death. Pre shouldn’t build an army if he can’t feed it.>


Bo-katan paced in a small circle. Tussling her own hair in frustration.


<Would you have us leave Manda’yaim to them then?! Does our home mean nothing to you!?>


<It means nothing if the people to fight for it are all dead.>


She flinches at that. Taking a few steps back. The fight seems to drain away as her expression darkens and the death grip on her helmet tightens. Her gaze drifts down then to the side before finally falling on Alrich. Surprise passes her features quickly before being replaced with a scowl.


<You’re still alive.> She stats more than asks. Giving Alrich a look over. <You got scruffy.> Her face strains and it appears as though she’s doing her best to fend off a laugh.


Bor’s dark visor shifts his way. Dredging up all Alrich’s anxiety with it.


<What are you doing here, rooster hair?> Her eyes drift up to his hair briefly and she frowns. Likely, he assumes, as the orange fohawk once decorating the top of his head is now washed out by his natural flat brunette shades. Making the old pet name inapplicable.


Alrich wasn’t sure how to respond to her question. Was she asking why he was here at the Wren stronghold or why he was in the infirmary? Bo-katan’s fingers curled around his arm. Digging in to the skin enough to make him flinch away.


<Huh.> She took a step back as he rubbed his arm, cocking her head almost astonished curiosity. <When did you fill out, beanpole?>


This close he could see the soot dirtying her face. The scoring on her armor. Hints of fading red under the dust.


<What are you talking about?> He bared his teeth at her with an annoyed hiss. It was always the pet names. No one ever called him by his actual name.


<Are you here to see Ursa?>


<I--well—maybe?>


Suddenly he wasn’t so sure any more. Why should he care if Ursa was ok? She would probably just berate him anyways.


<Through there.> Bo-katan points with her chin. <If you dare.>


Scraping his nails absently over his knuckles Alrich eyed the door. Then Bo-katan’s retreating form before settling on Bor. He hadn’t spoken or moved during the entire exchange. Just standing there watching. Observing. Expression covered by the helmet and his intentions unclear.


<We’ll finish this later.> Bo-katan delivers to Bor in an almost detached tone as she fits her helmet on. <I have to return to the front.> The last line nearly breaking into a somber tone.


As Bo-katan moves on Alrich holds in a breath as the most powerful warrior on Krownest gives him more of his attention than ever before.


<You might as well.> Bor’s large hand sweeps out as he points to the door making Alrich jump a step back. <There’s no one else.>


After Bor is sufficiently out of sight he musters the courage to enter with a deep breath. The keypad pings and the door slides open. It’s all so much louder on his nerves.


<Ursa?> He starts softy. Almost hoping she’s asleep or doesn’t hear so he can run away.


There’s a heavy sigh. Nearly drown out by the beeping of a heart monitor and noisy air from the oxygen machine. He cringed in what he hoped wasn’t blatantly obvious, however judging by her subsequent furrowed brows he supposed it was.


<Can I come it?>


Ursa raised a brow at him. Her over all expression softening in what was clearly a ‘you’re already here’. Slowly he could see her right arm raise. Shaking with the effort and clearly weighed down by the IV and other bits of medical equipment attached. He jumped into action when he realized her finger extended to point at the lone chair to the side of the wall. Dragging it over to sit on her left side, but far enough away he was certainly out of arms reach should she change her mind.


Most noticeably was how small she was without her armor. Paler than she ever should be and cheeks so sunken he could have mistaken her for a skeleton. They remained in silence for a time. Ursa wasn’t much of a talker as far as he’d known her and Alrich really didn’t know what would be appropriate conversation.


He observed the prosthesis was gone. Leaving the sleeve to hang limply. Alrich frowned at the sight of the loose material. Considering this wasn’t the first time she’d been severely injured. Ursa coughed and her entire body tensed with the motion. Hand going to clutch at her stomach until the movement subsided. Clenched fingers drawing up enough of the sterile shirt he could see the pink tinged fringes of bandages.


<Where you shot?> He finally breathed.


Her head rolled to face him and he couldn’t help but think she was smirking behind the mask.


<Orthss.> Ursa nodded faintly. She spoke but with the garble of the mask he couldn’t understand. <Wthss.> Ursa tried a second time, but again the the words meant nothing.


With a sigh and a deep breath Ursa pulled her mask down with a shaky hand.


<Worse.> She huffed. Some mirth invading her tone. <I had… baby.>


<Huh?> Alrich leaned in wondering if he’d heard that correctly. <You what—a baby?>


Ursa nodded again. This time with clear amusement at his reaction and he couldn’t help but wonder just how much painkillers were in her system. This Ursa wasn’t one he was used to.


<You were pregnant?>


She nodded.


<When did—


He stopped himself. Holding his arms up and shaking his head.


<Never mind I don’t want to know that.>


Ursa huffed and made an attempt to shrug if that’s what you could call it.


He looked over her thin form again. In particularly where her stomach was very much not noticeably swollen, but filled out more than her malnourished form suggested it should be. His mind wonders how long ago that had been. Stranger still was that he had seen Ursa some months ago and they had spoken. At that time she had not at all appeared to be pregnant. If she had been Alrich imagined the form fitting body glove wouldn’t have been able to hide a thing.


Alrich licked at his dry lips. Eyes scanning over the room once more. There was no evidence of a baby he could see. Only he and Ursa where there. The thought made his heart sink and blood chill.


<Is it..?> He didn’t want to ask but realizes he’s already begun. <Where’s it—he—she?>


For a while she just stared at him. Face becoming more forlorn and he wondered if he’d overstepped.


<Alive.> She breathed heavily as the mask was tugged down. <I think.> Ursa paused for a moment, either in thought or to take another breath. Maybe both before adding <She’s alive.>


<Congrats—uh—you know despite this.> He cringed at his own wording as he made a weak gesture at her current state.


For her credit Ursa didn’t immediately punch him in the face. Which by that phrasing he wouldn’t blame her. This time. Instead she simply turned her head away to look at the steady rhythm of the heart monitor.


She spoke softly to no one in particular but he thought he might have caught a few words between breaths.


<…don’t know… take care… baby…>


 


 


 


He stretched. Listening to the crackling of his back. The bed was a soft one. Too soft for his liking. As a young man he might have slept like a baby on a luxury bed such as this, but that time had since passed. Or perhaps he had simply become more accustomed to Ursa’s preference of comfort. She would have sooner slept on the floor than a mattress so squishy. Needing firmness to support her prostheses.


Looking to the balcony glass doors he could see the morning cycle had just begun. Now before Tristan came to corral him would likely be a good time as any to sort through the rest of his things. Organizing his clothes into drawers could probably been done earlier that night when sleep would not come. However some artistic inspiration called first.


Alrich moved on to one of the larger satchels. Picking it up to place over the bed. Frowning when he realized it was heavier than he thought it should have been. This bag should have only contained some undergarments and more paint brushes he snuck past Ursa. Pulling clothing out and rooting around the bag his knuckles bumped a hard smooth surface. Shaking his head Alrich gripped the neck and pulled the bottle out where he could get a good look at it.


You’ll probably need this. Was written on a wooden tag tied by twine to the neck. Nothing strong, I know you’re a light weight.


He smiled and set the bottle of fruity alcohol on the nightstand with a thunk. There was no getting anything past her. The thought made him chuckle as he ran his hand through the bag a little more carefully. If Ursa had been in this bag then there was a possibility of booby traps inside. Something snapped as he’d expected. Jerking his hand back with a yelp. A mini snap trap gripped the tip of his finger like a hungry mouth. To his surprise however dangling from the end of the trap was a small pair of booties tied together.


His heart warmed at the sight despite the sting of his finger. They were tiny things that fit in his hand. Made of hide and insulated with fur. Alrich could feel his eyes water at the sight. It had been so long since he'd seen the small boots. Not since Tristan was small enough to carry. Slowly as little trails wet is face Alrich turned over the note attached.


For your door. Try not to trip.


That had him laughing out loud. Wiping away the stray tears as he did. Alrich set the tiny boots on the stand. Maybe he could find a way to hang them over the door.


The bottle uncorked with a smoky hiss. Smelling sweet of twisty tree fruit and just a touch of alcohol. He swirled the drink in hand and headed for the glass doors. The balcony view was a nice if somber one. Quickly bringing him back to where he actually was. He thought he would miss it. Returning home a free man for a change. The air was warm and chances of freezing to death were slim to none. It was stale however, and the city lacked vibrancy just as he remembered.


It all felt quite fake. Like a fragile kingdom of glass just waiting for the first stone.


A thump and a curse had him turning back to his room. Smiling as Tristan entered through the door. His son giving the door an annoyed kick as it closed behind. One hand occupied by a plate stacked with square cakes drizzled with syrup and the other grasping a glass of juice.


<You worff at breffist.> Tristan swallowed hard. Struggling a bit to get all the food currently crammed in his cheeks down. <I brought you a plate.> He set it along with the drink on a nearby table. <Oh did you already have a drink?>


His son frowned. Grabbing the glass in his hand before giving it a smell.


<Are you drinking before a meeting, buir?!>


<Its only one glass, and I haven’t even finished it.>


Tristan stood alert with his hands on his belt. Staring rather disapprovingly.


<You’re going to be late as it is if you don’t hurry up and eat.>


<I’ll get right to it then.> He moved to close the balcony doors. Chuckling at his son’s new down to business attitude.


Maybe he should let Tristan work with him more often. Perhaps then he would get more work done.


A hand stopped the doors from closing. Determined scowl crossing Tristan’s features as Alrich in turn sighed.


<Where you painting on the balcony?> He moved closer to squint at the canvas and easel set up on the balcony. Slowly Tristan ran his finger over the surface. <The paint is dry.> He growled at Alrich. Pointing the finger that should be paint covered at him. <This is complete. You were up all night painting?!>


<Well I…> At the moment he felt a bit like a child caught red handed. <Wait when did you learn about paint?>


<Sabine has covered me in enough paint to know how fast it dries.> Tristan crossed his arms. <Don’t change the subject.>


Fair enough, he supposes.


<Yes I was up for some time painting last night. A little lost sleep isn’t going to kill me, Tristan.>


He could already see Tristan’s shoulders tense and fists clenching.


<You won’t need to worry about lost sleep when an assassin shoots you on the open balcony!>


Ah, so that’s what this is about.


<Calm yourself, Tristan. As you can see I’m perfectly fine.>


<Right now you are, but someone could have easily shot you.>


Alrich watched his son go to the balcony railing and peer out towards the other buildings.


<That roof there has perfect line of sight to-


<Tristan!> He gripped his son’s shoulder to force him around to face him. <The place is swarming with protectors. No one is going to make an attempt on my life here.>


<The protectors are spread thin policing the nakanir.>


He sighed, pinching his nose.


<You’re stressing too much over this, son. It’s bad for your health.>


<I want to keep you safe, I promised buir I’d keep you safe!>


Of course Ursa put him up to this. He’s almost insulted she thinks he can’t take care of himself.


<I’m just here to help the Coalition select a new representative.> He gave his son’s wrists a squeeze. <There’s no reason for anyone to assassinate me over that.>


That’s what he told himself at least. Not that Tyr needed another convoluted reason.


Speaking of Ursa…


<Your buir wouldn’t have happened to have given you any weapons I might have missed?>


<No.> Tristan snatched his hands back as Alrich started to turn them over for a good look at his bracers. <Isn’t there a meeting you’re going to be late for?> He crossed his arms once more.


<Why yes there is a convenient meeting I’m about to be late for.>


Chapter End Notes
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Pillars of Glass
Chapter Notes


See the end of the chapter for notes
It was early. Though not that anyone would know that given the lights in the palace remained on at all hours. Rau rubbed weary eyes with the palms of his hands. The blue light reflecting off the screen of flowing data was on the verge of giving him a migraine. This particular bit of data was from his informant at Galaar Yaimol’kel. For the past few hours he’s been waiting for the encryption to be worked through by his key, but apparently it was a lot to sift through. Leave it to Jorso to be far too thorough with his work. Rau didn’t need to know everything Vizsla ate day to day.


He sighed. So far he’d only begun to scratch the surface of the information. Just when he considered gouging his own eyes out to save him from this nearly dictionary’s worth of information a flashing on his bracer spared him such troubles.


<What is it?> Rau did his best not to sound too relived by the interruption.


<Al’verde Cabur Rau, some unexpected guests have arrived at the palace.> The voice of one of his protectors filtered through the speaker.


<What guests?> He frowned at that. Mand’alor had already seen every one of importance for the time being, and he knew it couldn’t be Alrich since the man was given the run of the place.


<Some Republic senators…> The woman’s voice faltered some with uneasy hesitance. <…and a Jetii.>


Resisting the urge to bang his head into the hard surface of his desk, Rau stood. Making his way for the door as swiftly as his stiff legs allowed.


<Hold them at the doors.> He ordered. Holding back the annoyance as best he could. <And seize the Jetii’s lightsaber.> Rau added after a second thought.


As helpful as some Jetii have been in the past and despite Rau not thinking it was actually too necessary anymore, to have an armed Jetii wandering about would likely just make his warriors nervous.


He made for the royal wing first. Informing Bo-katan of the unexpected and very unwelcome visit from the Republic was his job now, he supposed. The royal wing was a large area of halls and rooms to search. However there were a few places he was likely to find her. Not that he needed search at all given Bo-katan was the most recognizable person here. There wasn’t a protector among these halls that couldn’t keep track of where their Mand’alor was at all times. Rau made sure of it.


A young ver’lesk was flustered at his sudden arrival but was able to swiftly point him in the direction of Bo-katan nonetheless. Rau input his master code into the keypad for the door. It opened to a cubed room. One that had been recently converted from whatever meeting place it may have been to a private training room. The palace of which having been formally controlled by a nakanir was severely lacking in.


She was there below in a depression built into the floor. Formally cluttered by tables and seating it was now cleared for an excellent combat zone. A stark blackness was first to draw his eye. The Dhkad swaying with its ominous blade as Bo-katan moved, if a bit rigidly. Each slashing strike coming with some hesitance behind them despite the rather furious sounding battle cry. Judging from the amount of B2s littering the floor, some of which were still smoldering, Rau suspecting she’s been at this for quite a while.


There were only three droids remaining so he opted to wait rather than disturb her in the heat of the moment. The first slash went along the torso of the left most B2, but failed to cut all the way through. Time spent on another wide slash allowed the other two droids time to line up a shot and fire. While the shots weren’t live rounds they would still have a hefty impact. No doubt as several bolts landed on her Bo-katan would have felt them through her armor. By now Rau suspected she wasn’t actually training but rather reliving stress as she didn’t even bother trying to avoid any of the droid’s fire. Rushing straight into the hail of bolts to decapitate the second droid before disarming the third followed by a swift disemboweling.


She panted as the last droid collapsed. Tense and shaking. Then to his utter surprise she wailed in anger and threw the Dhkad. The blade fading out as its hilt flew across the room until making contact with the wall. Bouncing and skittering across the floor. Rau must have startled because Bo-katan was snapping in his direction soon after.


<Rau?!> She breathed heavily through her helmet.


He held up his hands in surrender as her fists curled and a pair of blasters were still very much on her belt.


<How long have you been there?>


She pulled her helmet away to stare at him most unpleasantly. Scarlet hair tussled and clinging to her face.


<Long enough for you to be angry I think.>


She sighed heavily. Free hand moving to readjust her headband. Bo-katan started up the steps to his position before hesitating. Looking back over her shoulder before relenting and going to retrieve the Dhkad from where it lay.


<I assume you have news?> Her voice softened. She sounded exhausted. Physically or mentally, perhaps both. Rau considered her eagerness to skip over what he had just witnessed.


<Some Republic senators have arrived with a Jetii escort.>


If she didn’t look tired and agitated before she certainly was now. Taking a deep breath and hanging her head back for a plain view of the ceiling.


<Always one thing after another.>


Rau allowed her response to linger. Bo-katan was their Mand’alor and weakness was not something she could show. Warriors could only be led by the strong, both in mind and body. Any slip up could sow the seeds of civil war all over again, but Rau liked to think he and Bo-katan were close enough by now that they could speak without worry of such conversations being judged or worse, leaked. Still he considered his words carefully.


<Is there anything you would like to say?>


Bo-katan went past him for the only piece of furniture remaining. A small shelf with some equipment and filled canteens.


<Send them away.> She barked before taking a long swig of what he assumed was water.


<Anything else?>


She turned to give him bitter stare. Making a bit of a mess with the water as she did. Some of the droplets spilling down her chin onto the chest plate.


<The Republic can wait.>


Bo-katan lowered her gaze. Swirling the contents of the canteen in her hand as she leaned over the table. Finally with an exhale she dumped the Dhkad onto the table.


<I hate this thing.> She began somberly. <I hate the way it looks, the way it sounds, the way it feels in my hand.>


There wasn’t much Rau knew to console her in this specifically. So he opted to simply listen instead.


<It doesn’t belong to me.> Bo-katan unclenched her fist to stare at her open palm. <I can feel it with every swing.>


<Who does it belong to if not Mand’alor?> He asked softly.


Her head turned to him slowly, but her eyes were avoidant.


<You know who.>


Rau refused to nod. He didn’t want to confirm the suspicion that had already settled in her mind.


<We both saw her wield it in the wastes and against those Imperials. Far better than I could ever use the damn thing.>


<It’s just a symbol.> Rau shook his head at Bo-katan, trying his best to relive her doubts. <She had Jetii training. That’s hardly fai->


<I didn’t earn it!>


He racked his brain for a way to ease this growing tension within her. Last thing he wanted to let slip is that Sabine disarmed Gar Saxon in a lightsaber dual for the weapon. That would likely only further her downward slump. As far as he was aware Bo-katan was under the impression Ursa was the only one to take out Saxon.


<You fought hard to free your people from the Empire and to unite the clans. Hell, you’re still fighting to unite the clans.> He took hold of her shoulders so she would meet him eye to eye. <The Dhkad came to you because you deserve it more than most, Bo-katan. You used it as a tool to unite our people instead of bringing it down on them. If that’s not deserving then I don’t know what is.>


She looked about ready to add another doubt to the list so Rau continued.


<Just because you didn’t pry it from the cold fingers of its former wielder doesn’t make you unworthy. The fact that it came to you peacefully could be good sign it’s time for a change.>


Bo-katan finally nodded. Looking away as she quickly rubbed her eyes and regained her composure.


<Fine. Damn you and your motivational speaking.>


He smiled when she couldn’t hold back her own.


<Well I have some experience succumbing to doubts. That’s how I ended up working with the Empire for a time.>


<How did you escape it?>


He grinned wider and chuckled.


<A little Wren came and blew up all my ships.>


<Seems we have a Wren in common.> She chuckled. Clipping the Dhkad to her belt before pulling her head band away. Taking a moment to shake her tussled hair out.


<That is the Wren specialty, is it not?> Rau cocked his head just a bit. The brief sight of Bo-katan with loose hair falling over her eyes was an interesting one.


<The Wren specialty is engineering. Sabotage is just a happy side effect.> With her hair smoothed out, headband returned, and most evidence of her hours of training gone Bo-katan finally turned back to look up at him. Her eyes narrowed and she frowned at him. <What?>


<What?> He took a step back as her scowl turned suspicious.


<You were staring.>


<I was just thinking I’d never seen you without your headband. Thought it was permanently fused to your skull at this point.>


Her face scrunched. Lips curling in annoyance. It was perhaps unwise, very unwise, to potentially insult Mand’alor, yet she appeared more amused than anything else.


<You’ve been among those rebels too long.>


There was levity in her voice as he followed her into the hall. The path was dotted with his protectors patrolling here and there. Far less than he was comfortable with but more than he had to spare. Recruiting had gone as well as he expected. With many clans still recovering from their loss either at the hands of the Empire, Saxon, or perhaps the clone wars, they were rather unwilling to part with their best warriors. On the other hand clan Kryze continued to grow in size since Bo-katan became Mand’alor. It was predominantly warriors from small clans with no status that flocked in. Many looking for glory in the name of Mand'alor and others simply seeking the stability that came from a clan of high status.


 This was a common occurrence for any clan having birthed a Mand’alor, but whether it will be beneficial to clan Kryze or not remained to be seen. Bo-katan for the moment was rather indifferent to the sudden growth of her clan. At least she gave that impression.


<If you must know, this band was given to me some time ago.> She smiled to herself despite the dejected tone. <My bangs used to always be in my eyes. So she made it for me.>


They entered what would be a private meeting room for those Republic senators. As a ruler she obviously wasn’t going to go to them. Best strategy was to have everything on her turf.


Rau watched her circle the assortment of chairs and tables. Examining them for most strategic place to sit. Eventually Bo-katan settled on one of the larger more imposing chairs set back near the wall. Centered with a small round table. She angled the chair out to half face the door before seating herself calmly with one leg crossed over the other. Making herself appear more uninterested than agitated by their arrival.


<I suppose I’m as ready as I’ll ever be.>


<Send the senators to west wing 34.> He ordered through his comlink.


<Affirmative.> Was the scratchy reply.


<Ready to meet the Republic’s sacrificial lamps?>


<Ready to get this over with.>  She lazily gestured for him to join her at the table.


Rau couldn’t agree more as he set his helmet next to hers. Grabbing one of the skinny chairs to sit on the other side. Turning it as she did to face the door. He was glad she was more chatty than usual. Perhaps a good sign she was feeling better.


<They have a Jetii escort.>


She turned to him with a raised brow. Fingers idly tapping over the table’s smooth surface.


<I’m not sure if that is wise or foolish.> She huffed. <Sure Jetii make decent bodyguards, but on Manda’yaim those senator’s Jetii is just a fancy target.>


He shrugged at her comment. It was true a Jetii would just draw more attention here than if they had come with a regular escort, but if the Jetii was competent then if was well worth the risk.


<Depends on who the Jetii is.>


<Who’s left? All the ones I know of are dead.>


<Tano?>


 <She left the order. Doesn’t count.>


Rolling his eyes at her technicality Rau relaxed back in his chair. Wishing he’d grabbed a drink before he sat down, but not wanting to step away from the conversation to fetch one.


<Bet you 10 clips its Bridger.>


Abruptly her fingers stopped tapping. Bo-katan leaned forward on her elbow.


<What would he be doing so far from Sabine’s shadow?>


Rau leaned forward to meet her challenge.


<Obviously escorting a pair of Republic senators.>


<Is the kid really a Jetii though?> She leaned in more until they were nearly face to face over the table.


<If he says he is then I believe him.> Rau wasn’t about to be the first one to back down. <Bridger hasn’t been a kid in sometime. I don’t know if you’ve noticed but he’s taller than you.>


<Any fool with a laser sword can claim to be a Jetii.>


Both hands rose to make air quotes. Her lip curling in the slightest of smirks when he sighed.


<His master was a Jetii. You’re just stalling for them to arrive so you don’t have to lose 10 clips.>


Bo-katan’s eyes were a rather imposing green as she narrowed them at him. The emerald shade popped against her pale skin, but he imagined if her hair was loose as he’d seen earlier it would be even more vibrant. Rau held his ground. Waiting for her to fold and admit to stalling or give in and match his bet. Either way this argument was his. He could tell she knew this much as well. There was still determination on her face to find a winning angle despite the rosiness that settled in her cheeks.


The universe never being punctual choose this moment to be on time. Giving Bo-katan an excuse to not respond as the door opened to a protector. They both were quick to settle into their seats professionally lest the sight of them so close together give the wrong impression. Last thing either of them needed was a rumor mill.


A protector entered. Bowing his head to Bo-katan then himself respectfully before approaching. Extending a lightsaber out to Rau.


<These are senators Kallus and Hayon.> The warrior before him sounded more than done with his escort duty. Voice teetering on annoyance and shoulders slouched.


Rau rolled the lightsaber in his hands as the Republic lambs filed in. The end pieces were a metallic bronze of some type, and grip a stained gunmetal. He knew this weapon. Rau grinned and wagged his brows discreetly at Bo-katan. Her face priceless as she scrunched her nose, fighting to keep her features guarded. Though she was sure to give him a side glare.


“Lady Regent, Bo-katan.” The smallest came forward. What he could only describe as a child in a fancy dress. “I am Marque of Haylos and Senator of the New Republic, Elair Hayon.”


So the Republic wasn’t keen to accept Bo-katan as Mand’alor. Rau caught the sight of Bo-katan switching to cross her other leg in a silent but annoyed manner.


“It is a pleasure, Lady Bo-katan.” The other senator began. Bowing his head smoothly. “Senator Alekos Kallus.” The man held himself like a soldier. Very stiff and formal.


Lingering in the back was the Jetii. Rau could see him shifting from side to side in a poor attempt to peer over Senator Kallus’s shoulder without drawing attention. As the senators finished their introductions and that moment came to the Jetii he flinched and nearly sprang forward. Anxious no doubt. Likely unaccustomed to the role of Senator babysitter.


“I am honored to meet you again, Mand’alor.”


If Rau had been drinking he would have assuredly spit it all out. Instead he fought to hold in his surprise. He had not at all been expecting Bridger to flip back his cloak and kneel before Bo-katan. Much less use the proper Mando’a title. Did he learn this on Krownest? Surely if he had learned to kneel before Mand’alor from the Republic then the Senators would have done the same. Rau wasn’t sure why, but seeing Ezra bow in the way a warrior of common rank would to Mand’alor, filled him with pride.


Bo-katan regained her façade quickly. Offering Bridger a wave of affirmation, and the right to return to his feet. Bridger did so silently. Moving quickly to stand among the shadows of the room. Where protectors and some Kryze warriors remained on guard.


“You may be seated, though I doubt this will take long.”


The youngest senator seemed to glance at the elder somewhat unsurely upon hearing Bo-katan’s words. Rau couldn’t know the girl’s preconception of mando’ade, but he could imagine it was not far from the common view. The flat tone and choice of words likely setting her on edge. For fear Mand’alor, alleged ruler of barbarians and scoundrels, would feed her to the hounds over one wrong step.


Though to be fair, Rau couldn’t really say he considered being called a barbarian an insult.


“Sundari is a lovely city, and the palace is just gorgeous.” Hayon began with complements. A rookie move and a waste of time. If she knew anything of their culture she would know Mando’ade cared little for pretty ascetics, much less pretty words.


“Let us skip the pleasantries and get straight to what the Republic wants.” Her voice wasn’t really getting any nicer as she sat back, interlacing her fingers. “I have a good idea, but I’ll let you tell me.”


Senator Kallus stood when it was obvious Hayon had lost her confidence.


“The New Republic wishes for Mandalore to join the Galactic Senate.” Rau could give the man props for being willed enough to maintain eye contact with Mand’alor.


“Mandalore refuses.” Bo-katan stated far too bluntly, but he assumed she was seeking to see if the senators would turn to threats in insistence.


“As is your right to do so of course. However would it not be to Mandalore’s benefit to join with the Republic?”


“The Republic has secure and exotic trade to offer. As well as—


“Not interested.” Bo-katan cut the girl off just when she’d mustered to courage to join the conversation once again. “Mandalore will remain independent as it has always been.”


Well Rau wouldn’t say always, but he dared one of the senators to say that to Bo-katan’s face.


“Surely Mandalore’s people and economy could benefit from humanitarian aid?” Senator Hayon sounded flustered as she stood abruptly. “There are planets waiting now for permission to aid the Mandalorian people.”


Perhaps the girl couldn’t understand Bo-katan’s refusal of what she thought was the Republic truly offering Manda’yaim a life preserver. He didn’t blame her for her naivety, she was still young. Perhaps she truly believed the Republic had good intentions.


“If the Republic was interested in humanitarian aid on Mandalore they would have done so without the need to require induction into the Senate.”


Senator Hayon opened her mouth to speak but had nothing. Pursing her lips and returning to her seat in silence.


“There seems to be some tension here, Lady Bo-katan. Perhaps we should reconvene on another, more productive, day. If of course, her grace, would allow us remain on Mandalore.”


Rau watched as Bo-katan gave the impression of consideration. Pausing rather than immediately responding.


“Loggings shall be prepared for you. Remain as you wish, however I stand firm in my position.”


“We thank you for your hospitality, your grace.”


Both senators bowed in unison. Rau took that moment to stand and address his protectors.


<Find them suitable rooms in the guest wing.> A warrior nodded and began to lead the way. “Senators” Rau addressed the pair. “My Alor'ad will see you escorted to rooms befitting of your station.”


Rau shook his head when Bridger gave him a weak smile and little wave as he followed in the senators’ shadow. As the door hissed shut leaving just the two of them once more he turned to see Bo-katan slouched in her see.


<You’re letting them stay?>


<I might as well.> She sighed. <Either way they’re going to find some way to annoy me. At least this way I can let them annoy Alrich instead.>


<You don’t think he might conspire with them to annoy you?>


She considered this while moving across the room to a rack set with fine dishware and alcohol. Bending to glance over the meager selection.


<If he does I’ll just tattle on him to Ursa. She’ll straighten him out.>


<Perhaps then you should have requested Ursa too.>


Bo-katan straightened with a bottle in hand. Speaking hushed as her hand removed the glass topper.


<Sometimes it’s too painful to see Ursa’s face. All I can see is her sister.> She laughed bitterly. Forgoing the cup to take a swig straight from the bottle. <That must make me a bad friend—no I was a bad friend after Sabine died.> She frowned at the alcohol in her hand. Appearing as if the liquor had some bite. <It can’t be controlled I know, but damn them for being identical twins.>


It seemed she started to realize she revealed some rather personal information. Posture stiffening as she faced him. Eyes searching his face for any indication judgment or maybe even betrayal, but Rau had none to give. It certainly wasn’t his place to reveal or judge the words or actions of another. Especially not when he had conspired with the Empire. Dooming his men in the process. He did his best at a reassuring smile but that was received a bit awkwardly by Bo-katan. She offered him the bottle instead. Which he took despite not having the desire for a drink, but at least it would keep Bo-katan from drowning herself.


<I think you owe me 10 clips of ammunition.>
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“That was terrible! We were supposed to make a good impression but I just ended up looking like a fool!”


Ezra relaxed on the sofa as the kid senator paced. Allowing his eyes to follow her movement. She groaned in annoyance and swatted at the flowing trail of her dress with every turn of her heels.


“And you!” Hayon suddenly broke her pacing to turn and point an accusing finger at Ezra. “How could you just give up your lightsaber like that? How are you supposed to protect us without your weapon?”


“Relax, I’m still armed.” He pat the blaster that hung from the opposite side of his belt the lightsaber normally did. “Besides if I didn’t give up my lightsaber they would be nervous around us and that would just make your job all the harder.”


There was also that damned knife too that was currently hiding under his shirt. She considered his words with a heavy exhale. Watching her behavior Ezra wondered if he was ever this whinny. Sabine would say yes, he just knew it.


“It’s alright, Elair.” Other Kallus chimed in. “While we’re here there will be another opportunity to speak with the Regent.”


“I suppose you’re right.” She deflated. Plopping herself down into a soft chair in a manner that was rather unlike her usual proper self. “Though knowing that you had experience with the Regent could have benefited beforehand.”


She leveled a lazy glare at Ezra.


“Oh, well I don’t have much experience with Bo-katan. Just that we fought together a few times is all.”


“That certainly could have been useful information.” She sighed and slouched further into the seat. “Not that it matters now I suppose, but what was that thing you did?”


Kid senator perked up some as she leaned into the arm rest to better face the Jedi.


“Why did you kneel and use that title?”


“Mand’alor?” She nodded. There was a serious curiosity in her eyes now. “That’s her title. That’s what her people call her. I bowed because she is someone of considerable importance to the mandalorians.” Also because Sabine would probably scold him for being rude if he didn’t.


Mandalorians are so complicated.


“Yet you are not one of their people. Therefore you are under no obligation to bend to their customs. So why put in so much effort?” Old man Kallus came to stand just on the other side of the center table.


Ezra thought those were strange words coming from a diplomat.


“I have respect for their people. Doesn’t the Republic?”


“The Republic doesn’t recognize the title of a warlord.” He looked rather imposing standing there looking down at where they remained seated. “Bo-katan is a regent and not the official ruler of Mandalore. As she has not been coronated as the new Duchess. Mandalore is thus without a ruler.”


Then why negotiate with Bo-katan at all?


He held his tongue as his eyes caught the sight of Elair’s narrowed gaze and furrowed brows directed at old man Kallus. When her eyes drifted and met his own Ezra raised a curious brow to her sudden upturned chin.


“I’ve grown bored of this.” Her voice wavered with something he couldn’t describe before returning to its usual snootiness. “I want to explore the beautiful palace.” A dainty hand rose into the air. “Escort me, Jedi.”


When Ezra didn’t immediately move she opened and eye to glare at him and gesture to her out stretched hand. With a sigh Ezra moved to grab her hand. Rolling his eyes when she smirked and offered a nod of approval.


“Come now, Jedi.”


“Hold on.” He spoke just as she reached the far door. “If you separate then I can’t protect you both.”


She seemed to take this into consideration as old man Kallus spoke from behind.


“It is fine. Take Elair on her walk.” She pursed her lips at him as he made a shooing motion. “I will remain here with the guards.”


“Now that’s settled.”


Ezra followed her into the hall with a sigh. The two Republic bodyguards saluted him as they passed but he was too annoyed to care. The little senator made fast strides down the hall. Her dress fluttering angrily. As she rounded a corner with Ezra in tow she made a split second glance over her shoulder looking past him to where that had just come. It was curious as she kept walking, perhaps thinking he had not noticed.


The halls of the palace were long blue walls adorned with doors and gold. The ceiling was high and square. Ornate glass reflected Ezra’s figure in near every step. It seemed there was always some section that was set in glass. Ezra didn’t think he’d ever seen so much glass before. It was strange how fragile the palace seemed though he supposed it was built by the pacifists and not warriors as Ezra didn’t see the palace as a practically defendable structure.


Ezra paused at one reflection to feel over his beard. Turning his chin for a better sight. The hair had grown out quite a bit since Sabine teased him over the bit of stubble adorning his chin. On his head too his hair now hung down past his ears no longer clean cut.


Perhaps the girl was right, he did look pretty scruffy.


She stopped just steps from him to peer out a wall sided window. Ezra moved past his own reflection to follower her gaze down. Below was a hall of sorts adorned with many plants along its border and flowing through the center was a pond with bight shadows moving under its surface. A small crowd was standing amongst the foliage. There was a distinct lack of armor adorning them leading Ezra to assume these were pacifists.


He could see as one man came to stand on a small decorative bridge another followed. Pointing a finger at the man and standing rather aggressively. The first man didn’t appear affected by this behavior. Instead leaning over the railing to watch the aquatic animals below rather calmly. However as the other man drew closer Ezra could see the form of a warrior lingering under some leaves. Stepping closer as the distressed man moved forward.


Ezra was several floors up so whatever was going on between the men was a bit beyond his sight, but it captured his curiosity.


“Maybe we could make our way to the garden?”


He turned to the little senator. Heart jumping against his chest as the space she had occupied was now vacant. Ezra startled looking down both ends of the hall in a panic.


“Hayon!” He called to no response. “Shit.”


Picking the nearest hall and bolting down it Ezra hoped he could find her before the brat got into trouble. She was annoying sure but he didn’t want her harmed. He sighed as an intersection of halls came before him. How could a child in a long dress have escaped him so quickly?


Focus. Focus. Calm down and focus. Ezra breathed deeply and shut his eyes. He needed to be calm and find her quickly. The presence of others popped up like fleeting stars in the void of space. Feeling for them they were detached and closed off to the force. Mandalorian’s most like. Not the child he was searching for. To his left there was a bubble of anxiety. A small jittery presence in the force. Fearful almost.


Ezra thought the worst as he made haste in that direction. Sliding around a corner into an end hall. Positive he would find the girl in danger. Instead he was perplexed as the hall was empty. Simply ending in a thick door. One lacking all the fancy dressing of the others. Ezra went for the key pad and the door slid open. An alarmed gasp followed as the young senator stepped back from the console she was standing before.


“Bridger?” Her face was pale and her eyes wide to start but quickly she came running to his side. Grabbing his arm tightly. “You found me, all the halls look the same and I was so frightened!”


It was uncomfortable as the earlier snooty child now clung to his side like a kicked puppy. However as his eyes roamed around the room there was some suspicion in his gut. This room wasn’t decorated, rather it was adorned in monitors and consoles. Ezra knew a communications room when he saw one. After all he’d raided plenty of them in his time. This was the type of room he knew would not be open to guests.


“You got lost behind a locked door?”


She hesitated, releasing his arm, and swallowed nervously.


“It wasn’t locked when I came in.”


He wasn’t convinced but now wasn’t the time for this talk. Neither of them could be caught here. Ezra took hold of her arm and went for the door. The little senator gave some resistance as he pulled. Huffing proclaiming his grip was too tight. At this moment however she would need to endure. He shushed her and carefully peered into the next hall. There was a clear lack of guardsmen for the size of the palace. At the Wren stronghold Ezra was sure to encounter a warrior on patrol every few turns.


“You’re going to bruise my arm!” She hissed at him. Pulling with more might.


Ezra swung her in front once they were sufficiently far enough away from the room and tightened his grip. Delivering a glare that had her freezing in place.


“What were you doing in that room?!” He yelled as quietly as he could. “If a warrior caught you breaking and entering you could have been shot on the spot!”


He released his grip and she backed away. Hanging her head and rubbing her arm under the dress sleeve.


“I told you the door was not locked.” She avoided his eyes as she clearly lied to his face.


“Don’t lie to me.” Ezra grabbed her wrist and turned it up until the object clutched in her fist was visible. “I know a data spike when I see one.”


Sabine used to make them after all. Though this one was clearly not one of her design. It was far cruder and bulkier.


“I-it’s…” She fumbled over her words. Hiding the spike under her sleeve once more.


“Who are you stealing for?”


“I can’t tell you.” Her voice had become very small.


“Are you even a senator?”


“Of course!”


“Tell me.”


“I can’t, I’m sorry.” She shook her head. “But I promise it’s for the good guys!”


Ezra didn’t like being deceived. Too many people had betrayed him in the past. However this was a mission from Luke himself. He wanted to press further but he knew the walls could have ears.


“We’re returning to the room.”


She obediently fell into step behind him. Meek for once he wondered if everything else had been an act.


“So you and old man Kallus are just here for information.” He grit his teeth. “You never had intentions of diplomacy?”


“I’m not working with senator Kallus. We just met a few days after he was assigned to go with me last minute.”


“And?”


“I was told the Regent would not be open to any negotiations… but I still wanted to try! The people of Mandalore are struggling and the Republic could really help them.”


Her compassion felt genuine. A far cry from the haughty noble she portrayed. He sighed. Feeling a bit bad. It was probably mean of him to interrogate a child so intensely.


“Let’s just drop it for now.”


She sighed audibly behind him. Breathing heavily as she struggled to keep pace.


They were lost, Ezra quickly realized. Which really annoyed him even more. He must have taken a wrong turn.


“We’re lost aren’t we?” She stated rather matter of factly.


“No, I just don’t know where we are yet.”


“That’s the sa—


“Shhh.”


The hall to the left and the hall to the right were both familiar and confusing. The path in front of them thankfully had a warrior walking down it. Ezra breathed a breath of relief. He put two fingers to his lips and whistled loudly for the warrior’s attention. The boot falls stopped and the man or maybe it was a woman in all that armor, swiveled around to face them. Ezra waved them over excitedly. Slightly embarrassed now that they were lost.


“Hello thank you, can you point us in the direction of the senator’s quarters?”


The warrior in bold protector’s colors stood before them quietly. Their helmet cocking to the side some.


“Me'copaani?” What do you want? Is what Ezra understood of that. Spoken rather rudely if he did say so himself.


Oh. Ezra hadn’t thought they may not understand basic.


“Um…” He cleared his throat. “Su cuy'gar—um—mhi echoy'la.” He hoped that translated to, Hello we are lost, but he felt like something was missing from the sentence. Was that the right word for lost?


The warrior took a big step back. Almost as if startled. He could see the little senator to his side giving him a surprised stare.


“Jetti jorhaa'ir mando’a?” Jorhaa'ir was speak, or was it talk? He supposed it didn’t really matter given the context. They were surprised he could speak some of their language.


 “Syok.” Yes he understood. Was it really that shocking though?


Ezra would have to thank Sabine for all the hard lessons when he saw her next. She was a life saver.


“Ibic’urr.”


Ezra wasn’t quite sure what that last word was but the warrior started in a direction and they followed. Soon enough they passed by a window with a familiar garden below. However all the people once occupying it were long gone.


“Olar.”


The warrior stopped before a door. One Ezra recognized despite it being identical to all the others.


“Aw-ree…” Ezra stopped himself. Digging in his brain for the right word. He rubbed his neck. Mando’a was a bit rough on his throat. “Ori'vor'e.” He was sure that had to be the right word to thank the warrior for the escort. If it was or wasn’t they didn’t respond. Turning away and going back in the direction they came. Eager to return to their patrol he was sure.


They entered the safety of the quarters. Ezra allowing himself to flop down in a nearby chair with a sigh. Feeling like it had been a long day already. Other Kallus was thankfully not in the common area when they entered. Possibly in his sleeping quarters. Hopefully as Ezra didn’t want to have to track him down either.


When he opened his eyes the girl senator was staring at him cross armed. Brows furrowed and lips in a pout.


“Yes?” He sighed.


“So not only are you familiar with the Regent of Mandalore but you can also speak mandalorian?”


“Kid, it’s a long story.”
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Stor’vl Bajurd. Sundari, Manda’yaim.


Twelve or more years prior.


“Ugh!” She slammed her closed fists down onto the console controls. Causing a myriad of beeps and alerts from the machine before her.


“Geeze, someone’s cranky.” A chipper voice behind announced. The woman was relaxed back in her chair with feet crossed over her own console.


“I didn’t come here to work a forge cutter, Ketsu!” She didn’t flinch as her agitated friend threw her pen into the red blaze of the laser. Popping and being reduced to smoke in an instant. “We have those at home!”


“Well excuse me, Sabine, but some of us didn’t have the luxury of being from a garrison clan.”


“Right, sorry.” Sabine sighed and leaned back in her chair. Covering her eyes with her arm. “I expected to become an ori'ramikad. Not get stuck in engineering.” She sighed.


“I don’t see why you’re so hung up on being a super. Personally I like not having so much to do.” Ketsu swirled a soldering iron between her fingers as she haphazardly threw another completed detonator into a bin.


“Coming to the academy was a waste of time. I should have listened to buir.”


“That’s what you get for being an overachiever.”


Ketsu shrugged and set about piecing together more detonators in her lap. Sabine on the other hand wanted more than designing mining equipment for the rest of her life. Any other future seemed distant at the moment. All she could do now is put everything she has into a design that may impress the commandant and earn her ticket out of engineering.


The console blinked, changing from red scrolls of text to green as the laser clicked and shutdown. The arm moving back to its start position.


“About time.”


Sabine stood and pulled her stuffy helmet off. Taking a moment to fluff her flattened hair. She set the ugly imperial helmet on the console and made her way over to the machine. The dull grey uniform the bajurd made her wear was thin and lacking in any armor. It make her feel naked to wear the light material.


On the bench before her was a round piece of copper colored metal surrounded by material trimmed away by the machine. Hollowed in the middle and polished to a shine. Sabine removed its magnetic lock and took the object in hand. Careful not to drop the melon sized coupling on her feet as it had quite the heft.


“Is this one going to last longer than the other one?”


Sabine shot Ketsu a glare over her shoulder as she set the coupling on her tool tray. Wheeling it over to where her invention rested.


“Yes Ketsu, this one shouldn’t melt like the other one did.” She rolled her eyes as her friend chuckled. The girl’s chin resting on her knuckles as she watched Sabine get to work.


The guts of her tool were already bare as Sabine used a wench to raise it to eye level for easier access. Using a magnetic pulley to raise the coupling into place under the power core where it would act as bridge for the energy to pass through as the core spun. After returning the various wires and plugs to their original placement Sabine closed the maintenance hatch. Lowering the generator back to its stand.


Flicking a switch Sabine powered on the generator for a test. It hummed as the core rotated. Emitting an ominous glow.


“What are you doing?! Don’t turn that on in here!” Ketsu fell back in her chair as she scrambled for the box of detonators at her feet. Eager to keep them out of the reach of the energy arching from Sabine’s latest toy.


“Kirkt! Kirkt!”


Realizing the impending explosion if the energy set off any of the detonators Sabine scrambled to turn the generator off. Lights overhead flickering and going out as arcs or energy passed into the walls before she powered down the machine.


“Well it works!” She yelled over a blaring alarm as the backup generator kicked in. Filling the room with scarlet light.


Ketsu only shook her head as both girls picked themselves off the floor. The alarm ceasing and light restoring to their original color. Though a flurry of boots could still be heard rushing down the hall.


Not long after Sabine returned to her seat to run a diagnostic on the generator had the door slid open to a very annoyed commandant. The pair of them stood at attention. Surprised at his arrival despite knowing they should have expected it.


Commandant Rohan entered with a huff. Making straight for Sabine with a serious frown.


“How is it you manage to be one of my most gifted and troublesome cadets.” He growled.


Sabine opened her mouth to respond but he interrupted.


“That was rhetorical.” She was quick to snap her mouth shut as the commandant paced. “First I pull you from trooper training because you beat one of the other cadets senseless. Then I have to pull you from flight class for modifying fighters without permission. I stick you down here in engineering thinking there isn’t possibly a way for you to cause further trouble, yet you somehow manage to set off every alarm in the academy. My academy.”


She straightens reflexively as he swipes a data pad from her desk. Lazily scrolling through her projects.


“I’d have half a mind to send you off to Durron for reform if your grades weren’t so exceptenally high.” Sabine does her best to hide her nervousness as she eyes the pair of commandos commandant Rohan has brought with him. “Maybe I still will. I’m sure he can turn you into the most obedient death trooper.”


Rohan turns and his eyes lock on Sabine’s generator. He pauses and cocks his head. Approaching slowly before returning to scrolling through the data pad.


“Arc Pulse Generator.” He reads the project title as he finds it. Looking through the schematics. “What is this?”


“A tool for more efficient extraction of beskar from the ground.”


“In basic girl. I’m not a savage.”


Sabine had a number of insults ready to roll off her tongue, but restrained herself through clenched teeth.


“It super heats mandalorian iron ore. Melting the rock around the ore and allowing for much easier extraction.”


“Hmm, interesting.” He circled the generator. “Is it ready for testing?”


“Yes, Sir.” Sabine replied quickly. She was eager to see her device tested and earn her ticket back into combat.


He returns the data pad to her desk.


“Let’s see how your device works.”


 


 


It takes most of the day to get the generator loaded on a transport. Sabine sits anxious and nervous as she rides next to the commandant and lieutenant. They arrive at a mine some ways outside Sundari. Shuttle landing and sending dust flying. As Sabine exits she puts on her plastoid helmet. It’s a garbage helmet but she has to look proper or whatever annoying stor’vl kirkt.


Warriors of clan Tunra are moving about. Obviously they are mining ore for the Stor’vl. She follows behind the commandant as the generator is moved onto a lift and lowered into the mine. Dim lights illuminate the rock as they walk through the sandy shaft.


Once they are far enough in the warriors stop pushing the generator and stand aside. Rohan steps back a safe enough distance and gestures for Sabine to start. With a calming breath she holds the remote up for a good view from her overly dark visor. Starting the machine slowly with the lowest setting. It hisses and boots with a roar. Lighting the shaft like a bright kar. With her data pad showing the generator was stable she began increasing the intensity until arcs of light flashed from the spinning core. Energy seeking the beskar hidden beyond the hard sandstone.


Beskar was quite rare so Sabine wasn’t surprised when the device found none to break from the rock. So she turned back to the control in her hand. Ramping up the power and range. She jumped in surprise when the warriors of clan Tunra screamed. The six of them flailing as if on fire, rolling in agony. Sabine realized in horror the arc of energy had targeted their beskar’gam. Heating it as the warrior inside wailed in pain. Her hands immediately went for the shut off on her control. Heart in her chest galloping. Her face was hot and she could feel the disgust settle in her stomach as the generator quieted and the light faded leaving them in darkness. The only illumination in the blackness being the smoldering remains of warriors and the hot armor as it clattered to the ground.


In that moment Sabine could hardly breathe. How could she have not considered the energy would target beskar’gam? The oversight was unacceptable. Her tool which should have made mining easier had just killed six of her own people.


No. Sabine had just killed six of her people.


The control and data pad fell from her grasp.


She startled at the sound of clapping. A flood light had her flinching back to cover her eyes. The commandant was clapping she realized. Seeing his silhouette as he was shadowed by the light behind.


“I am impressed.” He laughed. Sounding overjoyed. “I thought it was just some boring piece of mining equipment, but that couldn’t have ended better.”


He was happy? Ecstatic even at the death of six warriors. Loyal warriors of the Stor’vl.


“This Arc Pulse Generator,” He glanced down at his own data pad again and smirked. “The Duchess, as you have so cleverly named it, will be a great asset to the Empire. I want you to begin mass production immediately.”


He wanted her to make more? This tool was made to target beskar. As a weapon she knew what its primary use would be. To target mando’ade. Her people. She made a weapon to kill her own people.


Sabine remained quiet on the flight back to the bajurd. Hands clenched tightly on her knees. Face hidden by the helmet.


 


“You stink.” Ketsu made a face as Sabine returned in time for the evening shift.


Sabine ignored the girl and sat quietly in her chair. Staring at the console and nothing at all.


“Hey!” Her friend irked at Sabine’s lack of acknowledgment. “How’d your demonstration go?”


When still Sabine remained silent Ketsu was now more disturbed than annoyed. Standing she marched over to Sabine’s workspace. Fingers curling into her collar and yanking Sabine to face her. Startled she twisted in Ketsu’s grasp. Elbow swinging up in reflex. Striking Ketsu’s forearm as the girl released her friend to guard on instinct.


“What the hell, Sabine!”


Ketsu was clearly annoyed as she hovered over. The fall seeming to be just what Sabine needed to snap her mind back to the present. 


“Ketsu—“ She started but her friend quickly interrupted.


“Gross” She held her hand up. Feeling the dust between her fingers. “You got mine dust on me, and it reeks.”


“No Ketsu…” Pulling away her helmet Sabine held up her dusty hands. “It’s ash.”


Her voice cracked as she burred her face in her hands. Attempting to hide her shame.


“Ash?” Taking a closer look at the coating she thought was dust and inhaling a distinct burning aroma Ketsu understood some of what Sabine was getting at. “What do you…?” Her voice trailed off. Unsure if she wanted to know that answer.


“I made a weapon.” Sabine spoke softly as a mouse. “A terrible weapon.”


“Isn’t that a good thing?” She was taken aback by this frail side of friend. The sorrow she emitted pulling at her few heartstrings. “Mandos make weapons, right? Was the commandant not impressed?”


Sabine balled her hands into fists. Pressing them harder against her face.


“It super heats beskar!” She roared at Ketsu. Standing in a flash and clutching tightly to the other girls uniform. Shaking her with building anger. “Who wears beskar?!”


“We do…” Was all she could speak out as Sabine forced her back into the nearest workstation. Too surprised to resist the sudden outburst.


“What do you think that means for the warrior underneath?!”


She pushed the other girl back as her grip loosened. Taking another more serious look at the dust transferred over from Sabine’s uniform.


“You didn’t?”


Sabine pulled at her hair. Getting ash smeared along her face.


“Tell me you didn’t?!” Ketsu snapped out. Hand grabbing her guilty friend’s neck. “How could you kill your own people?! She squeezed. Pressing her thumb into Sabine’s throat.


She choked. Ketsu was demanding furiously. However her precisely placed grasp meant she wasn’t really looking for a response other than the current gasping breathes.


Let her kill you.


It was a thought that crossed her mind. She deserved it, but with a fleeting look to the generator resting innocently by the far wall Sabine knew she couldn’t.


The device, that terrible weapon needed to be destroyed.


Bringing her hands up high and fast she brought balled fists down on Ketsu’s elbows. Breaking her chokehold Sabine took hold of her uniform once more. Rearing back for a moment before smashing her head directly into Ketsu’s. Sending the other girl to the floor with a curse.


<Back off!> She yelled through an agonized breathe. Lungs burning and desperate for oxygen.


Ketsu wasn’t so easily done in. Eyes narrowing as she stood cautiously. Wiping the blood from her busted lip without taking a glance from Sabine. She took a few calculated steps back. Needing the distance to regain her breathe as Ketsu squared off.  


<I need to destroy it.> Was all Sabine could muster between gasps.


“I don’t need you to destroy it, but the Empire sure does to make more.”


<Ketsu.> She lowered her fists much to the others surprise. <Destroying the prototype won’t be enough.> Sabine plopped herself into a chair. Rubbing her sore throat as her breath evened out. <We have to wipe it from the data bank.>


“Damn.” Ketsu lowered her fists with a tsk. “Right, I’m sorry.” Genuine remorse flashed over her features. Long enough for Sabine to know she meant it. “What are you going to do?”


Her throat was in agony but she persisted through a hoarse tone.


“First, I’m going to raid the armory.”


Ketsu smiled.


“I do love a good boom.”


And it did go boom. Explosives pilfered from the armory, many of Sabine and Ketsu’s on make, set all along the weapon and place of birth. Most importantly however, detonators found their way into the server room. Sabine watched from afar as the bajurd shook with the force of their carefully crafted detonation. Windows blowing out and a black smog quickly rising over the building. Alarms blared throw-out the city. Sundari was now on high alert, but she knew the pair of them would be long gone before the Stor’vl would be able to piece their daring treachery together.


“We’re fugitives now, Sabine. Where do we go?” Ketsu inquired from behind the pilot’s chair Sabine was occupying.


She stared into the blackness of space, dotted with far off kar, as she adjusted the yoke. Setting coordinates into the hyperspace of their stolen shuttle.


“Vaiidahs Tra’kel.”


Days travel and Sabine was home again. Standing alone in the great hall. Her kin stood to either side. Giving her a wide berth. Her eyes drifted up the steps to the chief’s perch. Her buir stood. Face set in stone and brows furrowed.


<You return here after abandoning your post. Betraying our pact with the Stor’vl.> There was no question in her words. Just straight hard statements. Her voice cold and void of emotion. <You have brought shame to your clan in your treason.>


She pleaded. Begging. Fighting the tears she knew fell from her cheeks. She wanted to share the Stor’vl had no care for them. They were just pawns to be used up, but buir would have none of it.


<Silence.> Her voice empty as the vacuum of space. Buir raised her chin and balled her fists. <Be gone from this place. No longer is it your home. No longer are you my daughter.>


It hurt deep in her chest as she watched buir, high on her perch, turn her back. Facing away from Sabine as the final seal on her fate. Sabine fled from her home. The place she’d grown and the kin she’d known. Back to the stolen shuttle. Into space and an unknown destination.


A warrior without a clan.


An exile.


Lost of dignity she clung tightly to the helmet as the last she would ever see of her family.


 


 


 


She gasped deeply. Eyes opening to the dull light filtered through her visor. Sabine breathed deeply. Her own breaths louder in the confined space of her helmet. She sat up stiffly. Heart still racing. Shivering despite the sweat that collected on her brow. The ground crunched as she shifted. Hands clawing at the pale white snow beneath. Her breathing hitched. Coming in ever shorter gasps.


Snow? How did she get home? She can’t be home. That’s not her home anymore, not her family….


A clacking atop her helmet had Sabine flinching. Turning painfully. Familiar armor stared back. The helmet of buir looking down at her. Its striking golden yellow pattern only adding to her fright.


<Bu-bu—>


Buir held up a finger to her visor. Shhh it told Sabine. Then she pointed out. Sabine followed her direction. Looking over the scape. Her heart slowing as she saw the others. Laid on their mats as she was. This was their campsite. She remembered.


This wasn’t snow from Krownest.


This was Concordia.


Sabine allowed herself to breathe. Bringing her legs in to rest her elbows on. Buir was still watching from behind her visor as Sabine collected enough of herself to look up at her. She was sat just within reach of Sabine. Though it was clear by the disturbed snow she had previously been further away. Buir reclined on the snow bank behind. Finally removing her piercing stare and back to her previous task.


In one hand Sabine could see a bit of wood, perhaps it was once a twig, and in the other a knife. Buir was simply running the blade over the twig. Idly stripping the bark away with no obvious purpose or goal. Just passing the time. She must have been on night watch, Sabine presumed.


While Sabine should have been getting back to sleep for when her shift came she couldn’t help but focus on the shimmer of the knife in the hands of her buir. It was a simple short single edged blade. Grip made of some metal or other, but that wasn’t what drew her eye. It was clear by the shine of the edge that the knife was durasteel.


<Where is your knife?> Likely still groggy Sabine asked without thinking.


 Buir paused mid slide of the blade. Seeming to hesitate.


<This is my knife.> She finally responded. Softly in the night. Her hands moving again. Working on the ever shrinking wood.


<Your knife is beskar.> Sabine turned on her mat to fully face buir. Clear eyeing the knife again, but sure that was not it. <I know. You used to let me use it as an ik’aad, and it had an… antler grip….>


She hesitated. Thinking back to another knife she’d seen.


No.


<Did you… did…?> She started, but buir cut her off.


That was a lie.


<No more questions.>


<But—>


<Go back to sleep.>


It had to be a lie.


Buir would never trust Ezra.
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<Shouldn’t you be meeting with the nakanir?>


<Not today.> There was something somber in his voice. <We’re going somewhere I’ve wanted to return to in some time.>


<Where?>


<You’ll see.>


Buir took his eyes from the mural to give Tristan a soft yet sad smile. It made him want to ask for more clarification but unsettled by the wornness he’d rarely ever seen on the man’s face. Tristan remained silent, shifting on his feet uncomfortably, as buir turned back to the mural.


It was an Imperial painting. Propaganda depicting the greatness of the Empire’s military. Really it made him want to roll his eyes. At least until he spotted the purple that stood strong against the greys and whites. Tristan grinned at the sight of purple glasses and beard painted onto the imperial officer’s face. Further down some stripes had even been sprayed along his grey suit.


<Is that what I think it is?> He almost chuckled. Urging buir to view what he was.


<That is a similar style.> Buir finally said as his gaze drifted up from the worker below. <It’s a bit more crude, I think. Perhaps something she would have done very early on.> That got a cackle from buir. <It’s a shame though,> He sighed. <there used to a beautiful landscape along this wall. Made from thousands of tiles.>


Tristan lowered his gaze to where a worker was rolling paint over the Imperial mural. Whitewashing the old regime. He was disappointed the graffiti, he suspected to be Sabine’s would disappear, but the propaganda really did need to go.


<Ah, here’s our transport.>


He followed buir onto the small speeder. Settling impatiently into his seat as the craft set off for their unknown destination. Well, unknown to him. Tristan crossed his arms. Imagining this was just another one of buir’s tactics to avoid work and look at more art.


Art had its place in recording their history, but they weren’t here for a historical lesson.


They traveled quite a distance. Columns of cubed homes giving way to flatter more spacious homes. Villas by the looks of them. Moderately large homes contained within a tall grey border wall. Green grasses and other fancy plants decorating the houses.


<Here> He could hear buir say. Pointing to one of the upcoming villas. <The Vilar estate, that’s it.>


For once since they set off he saw buir smile brightly. The driver put them down before the front gate. A tall strong structure made of durasteel bars and topped with pointy spears. Looks more warrior than pacifist to him.


Tristan watched as buir, almost giddy, removed a card from his pants. Wiping it on his tunic as if the thing was dusty before passing it over the gates lock. Though Tristan was expecting it he still flinched as the gate buzzed and the metal rung as it receded. He swallowed somehow nervous at the sight of green grass and well-manicured shrubbery before him.


Buir moved confidently along the rocky path to the house. Tristan followed silently, arm clenching possessively to his helmet. He paused before stepping under the overhanging balcony, deciding to stand back as buir made his way up the steps to the entrance. A pair of large sturdy doors gated the way into the home. Rather than using his key card on the lock he chose instead to press the buzzer. Waiting patient yet eager.


The doors groaned open, swinging instead of sliding, to a man. He was of average size, but very broad shouldered. His clothes were nice blues and golds, but his silver beard was long and less kempt.


“Father.” Buir spoke softly as a breath. Seeming to lower his head nervously at the man’s presence. Speaking only in basic.


The man, father of buir—ba’buir, tightened his jaw. Seeming to suck his teeth in thought. Not taking his eyes off buir but not responding either. Neither moved as silence enveloped them. It was an odd reunion for family. Normally Tristan would expect a happy greeting or some sort of greeting at all.


“Alrich?” His voice was husky as he finally broke through the imposing quiet. Questioning but lacking in concern.


“Yes, father.”


Ba’buir nodded to himself. Blinking quickly, perhaps in thought, before moving aside and waving buir in. Tristan approached to follow but stopped mid stride as the eyes of ba’buir fell over him. He scowled and took heavy steps to the top of the stairs.


“Warriors are not welcome in my home. Be gone, boy.”


“Father—“


“I am not a boy.” Tristan responded quickly without thinking. Putting a bold foot on the first step. He could see buir grasp at the sleeve of ba’buir but the man shrugged him off.


“Don’t think I can’t throw you out, little warrior.”


“Father!” This time buir shouted, taking a hard grasp on the man’s arm, stopping him as he started descending the steps. As ba’buir jerked in his direction buir lowered his voice. “This is my son.”


Ba’buir looked at buir oddly. Cocking his head before eying Tristan from head to toe.


“No.” He shook his head at buir.


“Yes.”


“No.” Ba’buir crossed his arms defensively.


“This is Tristan, my son.” Buir moved down the steps as ba’buir moved up as if to stand between them.


Tristan didn’t need buir to defend him. Certainly not from this nakanir. Kin or not, he’d smash the man’s face in. Buir taught him better than to wag his tail to disrespect.


“Why is your son in armor?” There was hints of a distinct growl in the man’s tone.


“Well,” Buir seemed embarrassed almost at the question, which confused Tristan. “That’s a funny story and a rather long one so…”


“Get out.” They both jumped at the sudden abruptness of his tone.


“Father, if you just let me ex—


“Get out!”


Ba’buir put a hand on buir’s tunic, scrunching it under his fist and pushing buir back. Tristan went for his blaster as he could see buir’s feet clumsily search for footing. The holsters were empty and his hands grasped at nothing. He cursed and lunged forward. Supporting buir from behind as his fist went for the man’s face. An arm came up and it was buir that deflected Tristan’s swing much to his surprise, but he chalked it up to the dumb flailing.


It became a struggle between the three of them. Ba’buir had his grip on both of them now and Tristan had to admit the old man was rather strong. When he took hold of Tristan’s arm he braced for a head butt, knowing that’s what Sabine would have done, but it didn’t come. Instead the man froze at the annoyed calling of a female voice.


“Adger, you get your hands off our guests right now!”


His grip released immediately and almost too suddenly as buir fell back into Tristan nearly sending them both tumbling down. Thankfully Tristan was more sure footed in this scuffle and was able to push buir back onto his feet.


“Move out of the way, I want to see who our guests are.” She huffed and nearly breathed fire on the man as he stiffly stood to her side.


“Mother…”


Tristan could hear the hurt in buir’s tone as his breath hitched. He clinched his jaw and tried his best to blink away the tears, but Tristan could see the water in his eyes. Buir approached slowly with arms out stretched as if for a hug but stopped just short of the elderly woman.


“What happened to you?”


“Alrich?” She smiled, breathing in a happy sigh and throwing her arms out begging him to come closer. “Why are you stopping? Hug me son.”


Buir bent over hesitantly as if he would break the woman as she pulled him in for that hug.


“Don’t act like I’m fragile, son, just because I’m in a hover chair.”


“The chair—why are you in a hover chair? What happened?”


Rather than respond she turned to her riduur with a frown.


“Adger, why did you not tell me Alrich had come home?”


The man’s grimace deepened.


“Breea, he brought a warrior with him.”


She shifted in her chair to look upon Tristan. Ba’buir was bronzed skinned and brown haired much like his buir, though much of her hair was now grey and thin. Her face didn’t immediately shift to anger at the sight of Tristan. Instead she looked up to buir with concern.


“You’ve brought a warrior to our home?” Her voice was filled with worry.


“No, mother.” Buir moved down the steps to stand at Tristan’s side. Putting a hand on his pauldroned shoulder. “I brought my son to our home.”


She was quiet at first. Fingers clutching at the hem of her tunic. Ba’buir inhaled deeply before taking her chair’s control in hand.


“Come in.”


“No.” Her riduur began abruptly. “A warrior has never set foot in this house and one never will.” He was stern and serious.


“Adger, please.” She sighed as if exhausted. “I don’t want to fight today. I want to see my youngest, whom I thought was dead all this time.” The last words made her voice crack heavily and he could see buir’s head drop.


Ba’buir moved aside and they followed her into the home. He closed the door behind them and disappeared down a different hall. The place was rather delicately decorated. With fancy frivolous things that would in no way aide in the defense of the home. Gaudy statues here and paintings there. Brightly painted vases sat precariously out where anyone could bump them and more plants here and there. Strange was the mini trees Tristan passed.


She brought them to a large room with a tall open ceiling and decorated with furniture. Turning to face them in her chair and waving to the seats.


“Sit, sit.” Excitement was now in her tone as she urged them into one of the seats.


Tristan started to sit down but stopped when he saw buir just stood with his eyes to the floor.


“Mother… I’m sorry.”


Ba’buir gave him a mournful smile. Clasping her hands over her heart.


“I know you are. It’s ok. I’m just glad to see you safe and home.” She came forward to grasp at his arm. Chuckling as she gave buir a poke in the stomach. “And so well kept. There’s actual muscle there. Who’s been making you exercise?”


Buir finally smiled. Seating himself next to his buir. Tristan followed after, sitting opposite on the far end. Wanting to give buir this moment.


“Riduur keeps me in shape.” He laughed.


“Riduur?” She glanced at Tristan briefly. “You have a partner then? Am I to assume you joined a clan?” Ba’buir held a hint of disappointment but kept whatever feelings she had for warriors under control.


Buir nodded.


“Yes I have a wonderful partner and two children.” He looked to Tristan with the biggest smile. “Tristan is my youngest, but best behaved child.” That smile turned to a grin as those words came out causing Tristan to slump in his chair some with annoyance.


She came past buir near knee to knee with Tristan.


“How old are you, Tristan?” Her eyes seemed to be examining him clearly.


“Almost 23.” He turned his head. Unused to the prodding of a ba’buir, but that only made her mirth grow.


“You are near the mirror image of Alrich when he was young.” She leaned in to get a better view of his turned head. “Though you’re lacking that terrible orange fohawk he sported.” That had her laughing loudly. Enough that Tristan couldn’t help grinning at the mental image and buir’s embarrassment.


“Now mother, I wanted to ask you—


She waved him off with a huff.


“You can ask me about the chair later. Right now I want to hear from my grandson.”


She drilled him like a Ver'rusur. Hobbies, talents, skills, food, colors, clothing. Almost anything she could thing to ask, she did.


This was Tristan’s first experience with a ba’buir. He’d seen them in the clan of course, but to experience a doting ba’buir was strange. He didn’t think his own buir had ever asked him so many questions about things he liked. She just expected things of him he supposed. Did buir know his favorite food was fried blade-beak? He did not know the ba’buir from her side of the family. Most families spoke of their kin even if they had passed. Regaled the tales of their exploits and battles, but buir did none of that. Which left a growing curiosity within Tristan. Though he wasn’t sure if he dared ask.


“Well I don’t know what a blade-beak is but it certainly sounds interesting. “Which planet are you from?” She looked back to buir, turning her chair slightly so she could see both of them with more ease.


“It’s a tall avian animal with a giant axe for a face.” Tristan replied happily with memories of the bird’s deliciousness.


Buir chuckled when ba’buir was taken aback by the animals interesting description.


“Sounds dangerous.”


Tristan shrugged as buir added on.


“They are herbivorous. Domesticated in the central plains of Krownest. They live in twisty-tree orchards and feed off the fruit. Though males can be a bit fierce during the spring.”


Ba’buir smiled, looking delighted. Turning her chair to the side so buir was more visible to her.


“Tell me of your partner, Alrich. They are a… warrior?” She hesitated at the word “warrior”, face scrunching some as if even breathing the word was foreign.


Buir swallowing thickly. Taking a deep inhale and loosening his collar before responding.


“Yes… Ursa is a… warrior.”


Tristan cocked his head at the uncomfortable response buir made. He frowned as the man fumbled over his words.


“Buir is Alor.” He stated drawing the attention of ba’buir back to him. “Mother is Chief.” He clarified with the confused curl of her brows indicated the need for a translation. Though he still huffed when her eyes widened.


“You’re with a chief!” Hands came up to cover her mouth as if the outburst was accidental. She lowered her gaze to once again play with the hem of her tunic. I could understand if it was just some wayward warrior, but… but a chief. Did you just cast off all the morals we instilled in you?”


Buir sighed. Exhaling deeply.


“I’m sorry, mother. I have not abandoned my morals, but I think in our attempt to ostracize and erase the warriors we became the very oppressors we were trying to defeat.”


She smiled soft yet somberly.


“I see you have learned to compromise.” Ba’buir reached out to pinch at his tunic. “And have you also taught the warriors to compromise?”


“More like tolerance.” He returned her smile. Gesturing to his clear lack of armor. “Should meet my eldest, Sabine. While Tristan here is a stickler for the rules, Sabine is the rebel of the family.”


Tristan rolled his eyes. He wasn’t that into rules, but of course when compared to Sabine that would sure make him look like a stickler. He supposed he should be used to her shadow by now.


“But Tristan is quite a skilled tracker. He’s grown to be very intelligent and capable. I couldn’t be more proud.”


He turned away. Avoiding the gaze of buir and ba’buir. Tristan’s throat felt dry and constricted. Eyes stinging for some absurd reason. It wasn’t as if he was completely unprepared for the sudden drop of affection. Not at all.


 “Don’t be so shy, Tristan.” Ba’buir chuckled at his discomfort. Patting his knee. “Just like your grandfather. Can’t handle brazen affection.”


Tristan frowned in mortification. Sinking even deeper into his seat. If that was even possible at his point the sofa might swallow him whole. He sure hoped it would.


“Mother.” His tone was more serious now as she turned back to buir.


“Well I knew the conversation would shift back to the chair eventually.” She sighed and brushed long silver hair over her shoulder. “After the Empire came and began enforcing stricter and stricter sanctions I participated in protest after the academy was turned into a military boarding school.”


She seemed to grow tired as evident by the wear on her face as she recalled the event.


“I refused to teach in the establishment and stood among many others protesting in front of the academy. It was a peaceful demonstration but those white warriors didn’t see it that way.”


Tristan felt a sting of guilt as he once wore that armor.


“They opened fire on us and I was struck in the back. Thus here I am.” She patted the arms of the chair. Snorting and finally smiling. “But I was one of the lucky ones and am thankful to have my life.”


“That’s—I’m sorry.”


Ba’buir shook her head.


“Stop being sorry. I have my life and for that am content, but beyond that I’m overjoyed one of my children has come home. Even more beautiful he has a family that makes him happy.” She was almost in tears clasping tightly to buir’s hands.


At the moment Tristan very much wished to not be here. His heart thundered in his chest as he made effort to remain composed.


The protest she spoke of.


He knew of it. Had heard of the pacifist’s attack on the academy from bunk mates in the barracks. Though he supposed the part about the attack was falsified to absolve the Empire of guilt.


It didn’t spare him from guilt.


How could he have ever been proud to wear their colors?


He called his ori’vod a traitor.


“Alesi doesn’t come to visit you?”


Her expression darkened. Fingers tightening on buir’s hands.


“No one has seen him since the Empire vacated Mandalore.”


“Alesi was a guardsmen, surely he has the skills to—


“He became a commandant at the academy shorty after it was remodeled for military education.”


Buir sat back in his chair. Eyes wide as he was stunned by the revelation.


“What would compel him to join the Empire?”


Buir looked horrified and just a distraught as ba’buir.


“Alrich.” She avoided his eyes but held tight to his hand as the other covered her mouth. Tears streaming over her cheeks. “Gwen was killed by warriors after you disappeared.” Ba’buir hiccupped in a sob. “When they came for the Duchess and raided the city with those mercenaries. She was tending the palace garden when it happened.” She squeezed her eyes shut, holding back the tears.


“So he joined the Empire for revenge against Death Watch.”


Ba’buir nodded stiffly.


“Alesi took her family name in memoriam.”


“I was hoping Alesi would be here. Honestly I was hoping he could assist in training new guardsmen.”


Slowly she calmed her breath. Sniffling and wiping her tears away.


“I’ll speak to Adger. He should know someone that has the experience.”


“Thank you, mother.”


Buir stood to hold ba’buir.


“While it hurts me to leave you in tears this way I must return to construct a formal presentation for Mand’alor on the return of the guard and recruitment among population of non-warriors.”


“That would be nice for a change and don’t you worry about me, if I can survive a shot to the spine I can handle a few tears.” She huffed.


“Of course, mother. Please tell father it was nice to see him.”


She nodded. Turning her chair to face Tristan as he stood. Holding her arms out expectantly.


“Hug me, boy.” She ordered when he didn’t immediately move.


Awkwardly he leaded over for her to wrap her arms around him. He was sure his plate was chilly on the surface but she gave him a little squeeze before releasing the hold.


“Do come visit again.”


“Sure.” Was Tristan’s sheepish reply as he shuffled off after his buir.


They made their way back along the hall they came. Passing all the same knickknacks. Buir appeared to have a renewed vigor in his steps. With a determined clench to his jaw.


Though a surprise awaited them at the threshold. Putting Tristan on instant guard.


Ba’buir was there blocking the large doors. He was stiff as a ver’lesk at attention, but Tristan could clearly see his formally wild beard had been trimmed down and groomed. More visibly salt and pepper now than pure gray.


“Father.”


“Son.”


Both of them were awkward.


Ba’buir moved to swing open the double doors. Allowing for them to pass.


“Alrich.” He spoke as they started on the steps. “Visit more often. You know your mother would appreciate it.” The man spoke as if the words would kill him. Maintaining eye contact with a nearby bush.


“Of course, father. I will come see you both again.” Buir smiled brightly in return.
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Chopper made a low whirring sound at her side. Rolling closer and patting her thigh with his manipulator. Hera allowed herself a calming breath before smoothing her hand over his dome. The droid hummed in response.


“I’m ok, Chopper.”


She attempted to reassure the old droid knowing her own anxiety was making him uncomfortable. This was the hardest part of her job. Waiting patiently for an informant to check in. It plagued her nerves knowing she could do nothing but remain in this room anticipating the call. Hopefully one from said spy to reassure her they were alive and well. The other dreaded, call from a retriever, to tell of the informer’s discovery and death. Hera tapped her nails over the coms table. Anxiety growing.


“Hera,” A gentle hand fell over her shoulder. “You need rest. She will call.”


The twi’lek shook her head. Squeezing her eyes shut.


“I don’t like this. She’s late.”


Leia attempted to smile reassuredly, but they were both worried. The grace falling flat.


“She’s just a child. She has no business on such a dangerous—on any mission period!”


Fury led her to slam a fist down on the rim of the table. Doing more to send a ringing of pain through the palm than dent the metal.


“Elair is trained. Though she may lack experience—


“She’s fourteen! Elair should be home being a child. Not on Mandalore.”


“How old was Ezra when he began fighting?” That earned her a fierce glare from Hera but she continued on. “How old was I, or what of Sabine? How old where you Hera when you began the fight?”


“We fought so that the next generation of children wouldn’t have to.”


Leia took a step back. Hurt flashing over her features. Her voice softening.


“I know, but Elair was the least conspicuous senator we could send. She plays the part of spoiled noble well. I would have gone myself but…”


“Bo-katan would have sniffed you out in a heartbeat.”


She nodded and Hera sighed.


“If the Mandalorians find out they will have no mercy.”


“Ezra will protect her, he has to. We could have told him.”


“No.” Hera leaned over table. Doing her best to harden her resolve. “He won’t lie to Sabine, and I won’t make him.”


“Generals!” Came a shout that startled both Hera and Leia. “We’re getting an encrypted transmission.” The coms-man informed. “It’s from Mandalore.”


Hera’s heart leapt. Joy settling over her. Elair was alive. She had to be.


“Put it through.” Leia ordered as Hera steeled herself.


The image flickered at first. Silhouette grainy and misshapen. Slowly coming together as the young girls voice filtered through.


“I’m sorry for the delay.” Was her first audible words. Still a bit out of tune.


“Don’t worry—


“Are you alight?! No one’s hurt you have they?”


Hera near shouted over Leia. She had to know. Conspiracy be damned.


“I’m alright phoenix leader. Things have been calm… for the most part.”


There was some hesitance in her voice.


“I’m glad to hear you are well, phoenix six. Please tell us what you have gathered.” Leia was quick to bring the call back on track. They didn’t have much time after all.


Elair stuttered for a moment. Clearly fidgeting.


“I’ve only met with the Regent once a few weeks ago. She was rather unimpressed and uninterested in hearing our pleas.”


Really Hera wasn’t surprised. Mandalorians weren’t known for their cooperation or care for those beyond their boarders. If pre-Spector Sabine was any indicator it wouldn’t be easy to earn their trust. If that was even a possibility. Best they could hope for was a non-aggression pact. Even then something of that nature wouldn’t last long if she understood some, which wasn’t much, about the Mandalorian culture of war.


According to the Mandalorian people, Bo-katan was the ruler of Mandalore. She was revered and respected even by Sabine. Telling Hera that the senate’s rejection of her official title as nothing but that of a Warlord would not be taken lightly. If those haughty fools screwed this up and incited war with the Mandalorian sector she and Leia feared the outcome.


Many thought Mandalore was weakened with its suffering economy and thinned ranks, but Hera suspected otherwise. The senate was banking on the belief that Mandalore would not be able to raise an army to defend itself. However they based those assumptions on the Republic’s own military and recruitment capabilities. Where the Republic gets is soldiers from the civilian population, Hera is sure that was a different story among the Mandalorians. Sabine being Hera’s best example.


“You’re like an ik’aad picking up their first knife.” She once over heard the girl mock Ezra.


 The boy scoffed at her in return.


“Uh Sabine, this is a lightsaber not a knife.” That earned him a kick in the shin.


“I could shoot the head off a bucket before you could even walk!”


“You’re not even that much older than me!”


Hera had to interrupt them then as Sabine put Ezra in a headlock. Proving just how much more experienced Sabine was in combat than Ezra despite the few years they were apart.


The Republic assumed Mandalore couldn’t raise and army, but she thought they didn’t have to. Pacifists notwithstanding, Mandalore didn’t need to raise an army because they were the army. All of them trained from early childhood to fight, kill and die for one another.


Thanks to Luke, Hera had the opportunity to read some of the Jedi’s knowledge regarding the ruler of all Mandalorians. Their six tents stuck out to her most. The final line more specify. It was translated in a few ways.


Answer the call of Mand’alor.


 That being the exact title to come out of all the Mandalorian’s mouths she knew when regarding or addressing Bo-katan.


Mand’alor was translated as Sole Ruler in the directory.


If the entire population of able bodied warriors rallied to Bo-katan’s call to war she had her doubts the Republic could withstand their advancement. Especially since they really had no idea as to their actual population. Most of which was spread out among the sector. On planets the Republic didn’t even know were inhibited. Like how Krownest was labeled as a wild planet.


Thankfully Ezra had provided them with a copy of an up to date and translated Mandalorian navi-computer. Not only were there routes and planets on it they didn’t even know were populated but also revealed the people had an even more complicated structure of territories than had been previously predicted.


Many in the Republic doubted Mandalore’s capabilities due to the economy being in the dumps, but Hera suspected war was just what they needed to revitalize their economy. It’s a hard concept for her to grasp, pouring over documents for weeks at a time just to get a sliver of understanding of their culture in hopes of preventing conflict.


Mandalorian’s didn’t worship a deity in the same sense as many other cultures did, but that didn’t mean they were devoid of worship. War it’s self was their reverence. Warriors as they are.


Therein lies the difficulty of trying to forcefully intergrade such a vastly different culture into the Republic.


Despite how different Sabine appeared Hera knew the love of conflict and the fight was in her as it was any other Mandalorian. Simply disguised under the cheerful artist. She wouldn’t doubt with as long as the culture has existed if it wasn’t something in their genes by now that made them more predisposed to more aggressive alternatives.


“Does that mean you found our rat?” Kanan asked in a dull tone. His jaw marred with a grimace as he gestured to Sabine’s hands under the water. Blade between her fingers as she rinsed away the… stains. The slightest of smirks curled her lip before vanishing just as quickly as she turned to Kanan.


“He won’t cheat us again.”


 “Sabine I wanted you to intimidate him, not kill him.” Kanan sighed.


“I didn’t kill him.” She waved the blade nonchalantly. Exposed knuckles were bruised red and blue. “But he’ll never cross a mando again.” Kanan didn’t press the issue. Neither of them really wanted to dwell on the possibility Sabine really enjoyed her work much more than anyone else.


Times like this Hera was thankful she didn’t have hair. It would have likely been pulled out by her hands long ago.


“I believe I have made Commander Bridger quite angry with me.” Elair’s meek tone drew Hera’s attention from the stream of data below.


Ezra angry with someone?


“I’m afraid he caught me attempting to install a data spike.” Hera could see the fuzzy image of the girl fidget and rub her knuckles nervously. “He hasn’t asked me any questions since that day. He still does his duty but I fear he may be giving me the cold shoulder…”


“I’m sorry you’ve been put in this position, Phoenix Six. I will put in an order to have you recalled.”


Hera was surprised at Leia’s words. Just earlier they were arguing over this exact matter. Elair’s fearful demeanor must have been more than she could bare.


“No! General,” Little Six put her foot down. “I can do this. I will find out if Mandalore is working with the Imperial Remnant.”


“If you’re sure, Six.”


The fuzzy visage of Elair nodded. Though Hera couldn’t see her face she could understand the girl’s resolve.


“What of the Senator assigned to join you by the Senate? What do we know of this person?”


“A Senator Kallus joined me just days before departure.”


“Kallus?”


Leia raised a brow at Hera.


“You know this Senator?”


“I know a Kallus but not this one.”


“We will have to look into this Kallus.” Hera nodded in agreement. “But for the moment we are out of time. Phoenix Six, don’t put yourself in any danger.”


“I will be careful, but I will also do my part to prevent this war.”


The call ended with the fading blue glow. Hera hung her head over the console. Shoulders sagging as she spread her hands over the metal.


“We have to find them. Those Imperial holdouts before they stir the horde.”


Leia nodded.


“Mandalore is a start.” She sighed. Running a hand through loose strands of hair. “It sure would be easier if the sector wasn’t practically wild space.”


“It’s only wild to us. I’m sure the mandalorians know their territory well.”


“Where’s Ahsoka when you need her? She could probably get Bo-Katan to talk.”


Hera chuckled at that.


“We’re trying to prevent a war not incite one. Besides she’s on her own mission. You know how the Jedi like to be mysterious.”


“Obnoxiously so.”


The pair turned to see Rex entering. Hobbling despite his best effort to resist old age.


“I fear the day Ezra starts to act mysterious.” Hera chuckled. Crossing her arms and leaning against the console as Rex approached, data pad in hand.


“Isn’t he already?” Leia inquired as she accepted the pad from Rex.


Hera started to answer before pausing. Giving it some thought. Recalling how guarded he was on Krownest.


“He may be.” She admitted with her own surprise.


“AP-5 certainly knows how to keep things organized. This is probably the cleanest stock report I’ve ever had.”


“He enjoys his work. Takes it very seriously.”


“I was skeptical when you suggested AP-5, Hera, but that droid deserves and upgrade.”


“That’s something I’ve already attempted.” The twi’lek laughed. “Offered to have Sabine give AP and overhaul, but declined rather fearfully.”


“AP-5 is afraid of Sabine?”


“What droid wouldn’t be?” Rex added with a grin.


“Apparently Chopper shared his own stories of when Sabine would make repairs and change things as she pleased. That seemed to have scared AP away from Sabine.”


“This might have been easier if you brought Sabine in on our plans. I’m sure she could have gotten the info without issue and would have been the most inconspicuous.” Rex added.


Hera shook her head.


“She just reunited with her family, Rex.” Her real family Hera’s mind whispered. “I won’t take that away from her.”


Leia faced away from them. Starring at the monitor intently.


“If it comes to it…” She hesitated. “Will Sabine stand with us?”


Rex and Hera shared a long glance. Absolutely she wanted to assure everyone, but the words faltered. Rex beat her to an answer which she is both thankful for and horrified at the thought.


“It would be cruel to make her choose.”


“General’s, sorry to interrupt.” A young officer dipped his head. “I have a report for you from Fulcrum.” He handed a data pad to Leia.


She frowned deeply. Face hardening and jaw tightening.


“Then I hope it doesn’t come to that.”
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His morning routine was same as any other. Wake early, shower, shave and sigh into the mirror. He set the towel on the metallic sink after drying his freshly shaven jaw. Examining the angles for any missed stubble. He didn’t meet his own reflective gaze. Parting his hair briefly before exiting the refresher to make preparations for the day.


A window lightened as he approached it. Looking out over Mandalore from his palace accommodations. Deft hands making quick work of the buttons lining his tunic. Pressing out the wrinkles with his palms that morning as he did every morning. Living a clockwork life of business and sleep. If he could get sleep.


How he could even manage a wink of slumber after all his failures was a wonder. He failed the people of Mandalore and he failed his aunt. Allowing her legacy to collapse with the return of the warriors that killed her.


“At least the people aren’t hungry.” He told himself.


Trying to justify the abandonment of their way of life.


“But at what cost.”


The food that filled their bellies was paid for by the very weapons they once forsook. Forged in the old factories his aunt shut down long ago.


A blinking light drew him to his desk. Seating himself for the paperwork of today, despite knowing there was little change it would make.


“What is it?” He answered the call with a finger on the com.


“Lord Kryze.” He resisted the urge to cringe. How he hated that name. How it made it impossible for him to escape the relation he shared to those warriors. “You have formal request for today.”


A brow cocked at that. He shuffled through a pad to his right. Seeing nothing on his calendrer.


“From who?”


There was a momentary pause. The space filled by static in the com.


“Count Wren.”


Korkie sat back in his chair. The leather was worn but it still provided sufficient comfort.


Count Alrich Wren. What could he want? Korkie had been avoiding the man since his initial introduction in the throne room. How could he trust a man so entangled with the warriors as he was? Yet Alrich’s reputation preceded him. It was the Count Alrich Wren who spoke in favor of concessions for the people of Mandalore during Saxon’s rule. Many in his own circle had quickly flocked over to Count Wren shortly after his arrival. It was a bit betraying in Korkie’s opinion. To accept help from a man that gave his heart to a warrior. A Countess no less.


Korkie scoffed at the thought of accepting his help, and yet nothing was getting done. With a hand he ruffled his golden locks in frustration. Try as he might the coalition remained headless. Barred from the position he could not convince any of the others to step up. Fear held them back. The all-encompassing fear of death. Cowards he wanted to say, but didn’t blame them. Anyone in that position was likely to happen upon a fatal accident. At the warriors’ expense no doubt.


Thus he could not avoid Count Wren forever.


“Tell him I will be there shortly.”


“Of course, Sir.”


He could seek out the Count or the Senators, and Korkie certainly wasn’t going to bend to the Republic.


 


 


 


The Count stood and bowed his head in Korkie’s presence. Offering his hand which was refused.


“Welcome Lord Kryze, it’s nice to finally formally make your acquaintance.”


He was a smooth talker that was for sure.


“Can we cut the formal crap and get to what you’re after.”


Korkie allowed himself to fall into a seat. Crossing his arms as Wren returned to his own opposite him at the table. The words meant to goad a reaction only seemed to have him smile softly in return.


“Spoken like a true Mandalorian.” He chuckled much to Korkie’s annoyance. “I’m not here for a fight if that’s what you believe.” Wren was a lot softer spoken than he expected.


“Then why the armed guard?”


Over his shoulder Korkie could see the warrior leaning against a far wall. Arms crossed and watching intently. Shadowed by the overarching leaves.


“That is my son, Tristan, and believe me he is not armed. Well he shouldn’t be armed.” Wren leaned in his chair to see his son over Korkie. “Say hello, Tristan.” He encouraged.


The man, Tristan, didn’t give any greeting. Just shifting on his feet and grunting.


Once more Wren chuckled.


“Don’t mind him, he’s shy.”


“You’ve been trying to get ahold of me I hear.”


Korkie made an attempt to relax or to appear so. He could at least make an effort to be diplomatic.


“And you’ve been doing your best to avoid me.”


“I have.” He supposed there was no point hiding it.


“I understand. Trust is not easily given, but I do have a legitimate reason for seeking you out.”


“Because the Duchess was my aunt?”


Wren shook his head. Setting a data pad on the table.


“The other’s speak highly of you. Possessing both intelligence and a greater education.”


“Flattery, Count Wren?”


“Obviousness, Lord Kryze. I am aware you were given government training. The government before well… all this.


He gestured around. Given that they were currently in a glass garden Korkie assumed he was referring to the warriors who now ruled the palace.


“Yes, my aunt had high expectations for my place in her government.”


Count Wren smiled.


“Not the people’s government?”


He shifted uncomfortable at the Count’s words.


“Of course the people’s government.” He stammered out. Flustered at his lack of consideration. She stood for the people.” Korkie added quickly.


“What is your opinion of the Protectors?” Wren set his elbows on the glass table top. Interlacing his fingers as he did. The question came abruptly.


Korkie frowned at him. Doing his best not to stiffen under the man’s searching gaze. He wanted to know what Wren was trying to find in him. The Count’s demeanor was heavy in the atmosphere. Last thing Korkie wanted was to reveal too much to the warriors.


“They are warriors.” He responded simply. Maintaining eye contact with Wren.


“And what is their purpose?”


Korkie raised a brow at the odd question. Why would Wren ask something with such an obvious answer?


“They inforce the laws of their ruler.”


Wren shifted to rest his chin on his knuckles.


“Do you know why protectors recruit from all clans?”


He frowned at Wren. Furrowing his brows and shifting uncomfortably in the hard chair.


“Why would I care how an organization of warriors fill their ranks?”


Wren’s eyes lowered to the table. He exhaled as if disappointed.


“You consider warriors to be your enemy, yet you know nothing of how they operate.”


“I don’t need to-


Wren straightened in his seat abruptly cutting in to Korkie’s sentence.


“The duty of a Protector is maintain balance among clans. To defend Mandalore, and yes to fight at the behest of Mand’alor. The reason they recruit from all clans is maintain neutrality. It makes it much more difficult to be bias to one clan or another if the warriors come from many backgrounds. This also allows them to bring in the best from innumerable clans with a variety of specialties.”


“And your point is?


“My point is you are intelligent but you lack knowledge. How can you hope to defeat your supposed enemy if you don’t know how they operate or even understand their reasons for the things they do in their everyday lives?”


“I- I never considered….”


“It is not a matter of fault, but the result of living within a culture of bias.”


“Are you saying I should forgive and happily live with the warriors? Like they don’t have their own biases.”


Korkie slammed his fist on the table without meaning to, but the other man’s words were ridiculous.


Wren shook his head.


“Not everyone can forgive, and not all things should be forgiven. Both sides do have their own biases but understanding has to start somewhere. Has to begin with someone.”


“Ahh… I see.” He leaned back in his seat. Crossing his feet under the table. “That’s why you’ve been trying so hard to get ahold of me. You want me to be like you, and fall to the warriors’ side. Sorry to say but my esteemed aunt has barred me from any position in the government. So I wouldn’t be of much use as a political puppet.”


The crooked smirk that curled the side of Wren’s face irked him ever so slightly.


“My duty here is to assist in the selection of a representative for the coalition. After that I will be returning to my somewhat relaxing life on the inhospitable ice ball my family calls home for some unimaginable reason. So I have no need nor interest in puppets. I’ll leave that to House leaders and their games.”


The older man turned in his seat to look upon the blossoming trees reaching out across the greenhouse. His eyes seemed to brighten at the sight of the fluttering butterflies moving among the foliage.


“The simple life of an artist with a happy family is all I’ve ever desired, and I’ve amazingly achieved both of those things in this life.”


“So what do you want from me?”


Count Wren ran his hand over the data pad before sliding it across the table to Korkie. He shot the man a questionable gaze before settling on the screen. It was information about available resources. Another tab about the flow of those resources and statistics on crime in the different districts. He wasn’t quite sure what Wren wanted him to do with this information. His expression must have broadcast the confusion he was feeling as Wren was speaking no long after.


“The Protectors are outsiders among the pacifist peoples, and they are not particularly suited to police work.”


He might understand some of where the Count is going.


“You want to resurrect the old guard?


“I think the guard would go a long way of stabilizing currant discourse between the divergent cultures. Especially if it is the people themselves that make up the ranks.”


He supposed that was true. They wouldn’t feel nearly as oppressed policed by their own people rather than protectors they do not know. The guard would also be a good barrier to protect the people from those warriors too. It was an idea, but not one Korkie had the power to initialize. His aunt would never agree… His shoulders slumped as he felt ever so useless.


“I’m sorry.” He slid the data pad over to Wren. “But I don’t have that kind of authority.”


Wren grinned at him brightly.


“Korkie.” The use of his name for a change made him jump. Giving Wren his full attention in surprise. “You are a Kryze. A mandalorian are you not?”


“Well…”


“Do not ask for the guard. Tell Bo-katan that you are bringing them back.”


“You expect me to just waltz up to my aunt, the ruler of Mandalore and demand she allow me to assemble the return of the old guard, and you think that will work?”


He leaned away from the table. Thinking now that Count Wren might be crazy. He was partner to a warrior Countess, of course he was crazy.


“Warriors respect strength and courage more than anything else. If you are meek about something you want you can’t expect it to even be considered. She wants to protect you more than anything.”


“I am not a child that needs protecting.” That was a bit frustrating to hear. “I am an adult. Though I don’t carry a weapon that doesn’t mean I’m helpless. Why would she think that or even care? Bo-katan doesn’t know me. I’d never even met her before she assumed control.”


Aunt Satine didn’t speak much of her sister, but when she did it was always good things. Like how they used to play as children.


“I was more the bookworm, held up in the library or garden.” She used to say with a smile. “And my sister was ever the athlete and explorer. I thought for sure she would make an excellent guardsman.” Then she would frown. Looking away with a far off stare. “But that wasn’t to be.” Auntie would whisper, perhaps when she thought his young self wouldn’t question.


At the time he’d always assumed Auntie’s sister had been lost in the civil war. Death having claimed her. He was never corrected yet never saw a grave either. Though he supposed in one way she was taken by the civil war. Just not in the way he had presumed and perhaps in a worse way.


Alrich hmed, flicking the data pad back over the table.


“See if you understood anything about warrior culture we wouldn’t need have this conversation.”


Korkie made extra effort to frown at him.


“Before children can become adults as warriors they must pass a rite of passage. Verd’goten as it is spoken. Something that varies between clans, but of Wrens an expectant adult must demonstrate their skills of survival by hunting wild game on the tundra alone, and return with its pelt.


“That sounds horrid and cruel.”


Surely he does not expect Korkie to go hunting to prove himself to his aunt. Forcing children into such dangerous situations is another way the warriors outdo themselves.


“Yes, but what I’m saying is you are a child to Bo-katan. And before you open your mouth, I know legally on Mandalore you are not, but warriors don’t have such laws. So if you don’t want her to see you as a child make an effort to take command for a change. Don’t just bring back the old guard. Lead them.”


His eyes drifted down to the pad. He did take some courses on law before Empire invaded, and supposed he had adequate self-defense and management training.


“I’d need an instructor to train recruits.”


“That’s taken care of. I have someone ready to help you. A former royal guardsmen.


“Really?”


Wren nodded. That would be perfect. A former royal guardsmen would have more than enough qualifications to train new police. He felt a great hope for once. His aunt selected her guardsmen personally. So if she trusted him surely he could too.


First however he would need to acquire a building to house the new guard and resources to feed and equip them. The old station was out of question it had become a den of protectors and if he wanted funding that could only come from the government. Which meant a face to face with aunt Bo-katan. He swallowed nervously. Korkie liked to tell himself he wasn’t afraid of her but she certainly did have a different air about her than aunt Satine.


“Tell me Count Wren, if you will, what is your warrior family like?”


Wren’s head cocked to the side as an eyebrow raised. He was curious and amused by the sudden question. Smiling none the less.


“I never met either of my parents, but aunt Satine was my hero.”


Wren smiled softly.


“My son over there is the family worry wort, he is very caring of others, often to the detriment of his own health.” Alrich leaned in. Holding a palm to his lips to conceal a whisper between them. “Thinks no one knows he idolizes his mother and really wants to be as strong as her.” Korkie could hear a tsk come from behind as the man returned to normal seating. “My daughter is the complete opposite.” He shrugged with a sigh, but smiled. “The spitting image of her mother when she was young, she does everything in her power to be different from Ursa. The rebel of the family you might say. Little does she know that just makes them ever more similar. Even down to leaving her boots at the threshold, I’m afraid.” He chuckled.


“Ursa on the other hand…” He seemed to pause in thought. Leaning full against the back of his chair. Fingers scratching at grey peppered beard along his chin and jaw.


 “She is a loving mother. Life’s pitfalls have made her distant and hard as beskar but she truly loves her children.”


He wondered if his parents felt the same about him. Aunt Satine never spoke of them and he was too afraid to ask. She was a busy person and he didn’t want to burden her with his own misgivings but part of him wished he had at least asked their names just once.


Now he may never know.


He shouldn’t have been too timid to ask. Korkie won’t make that mistake again. Standing he collected the data pad. Resting it sternly under his arm. He was feeling a new sense of determination since the Empire’s devastation of Mandalore.


“Thank you Count Wren, but I must be going. There is business to attend.”


The man gave him a bright smile. Fatherly even.


“Of course Lord Kryze, I wouldn’t want to keep you.”


Wren offered his hand. Korkie accepted the gesture. Giving the other man’s hand a dignified squeeze.
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